















































This	 ethnographic	 field	 study	 examines	 East	 Germans’	 experiences	 and	
perceptions	 of	 state	 surveillance	 in	 the	 former	 German	 Democratic	 Republic.	
Through	ethnographic	accounts	and	in-depth	life	histories,	this	study	illustrates	
the	 long-term	effects	state	control	has	had	on	the	wellbeing	of	 individuals	and	
society	 as	 a	 whole.	 Here,	 several	 key	 themes	 emerged	 which	 are	 explored	 in	
detail:	 ideology	 and	 state	 control;	 betrayal	 and	 distrust;	 and	 trauma	 and	
resilience.		
Life	in	a	dictatorship	and	exposure	to	repressive	techniques	of	the	state	created	
complex	 socio-cultural	 dynamics	 that	 are	 still	 palpable	 for	 victims	 today.	 Over	
40	 years	 of	 Stasi	 surveillance	 and	 the	 extensive	 use	 of	 unofficial	 informants	
within	 the	 population	 created	 a	 self-perpetuating	 surveillance	 culture.	 Along	
with	 the	 unique	 conditions	 that	 followed	 Germany’s	 reunification,	 this	 has	
impacted	East	Germans’	interpretation	of	their	own	wellbeing	negatively	(albeit	
to	 varying	 extents),	 accumulating	 traumatic	 experiences	 and	 compounding	
human	suffering.	The	social	dynamics	created	continue	to	impact	East	German’s	





























a	 picturesque	 rural	 area	 called	
Uckermark.	 In	 1989	 my	 family	 and	 I	
moved	 to	 East	 Berlin.	 Shortly	 a`er	
our	move	 to	 the	 city,	 the	Wall	 came	
down	 and	 the	 lives	 of	 many	 East	
Germans	 changed	 drama_cally	
overnight.	
One	 of	my	 earliest	memories	 is	 about	me	 siang	 in	 the	 backseat	 of	my	mother's	
Czech-built	 white	 Lada	 and	 crossing	 the	 border	 to	 West	 Berlin	 at	 "Bornholmer	




vague	 recollec_ons	of	 this	 exci_ng	_me	period,	 known	 to	Germans	as	 the	Wende	
(Engl.:	 Turning	point).	We	 lived	 in	a	 typical	 turn-of-the-century	building	 in	Berlin	 -	
Prenzlauer	 Berg,	 part	 of	 the	 city	 which	 is	 nowadays	 considered	 very	 hip,	 full	 of	
quirky	shops	and	restaurants,	par_cularly	popular	amongst	tourists	from	abroad.		
Only	 a	 short	 walk	 across	 Prenzlauer	 Allee,	 was	 my	 Kindergarten.	 Surprisingly,	 I	
remember	my	"Eastern"	Kindergarten	quite	dis_nctly.	In	the	GDR,	Kindergarten	and	
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Krippe	 (Engl.	Daycare	and	nursery),	were	a	person's	ﬁrst	 contact	with	 the	 socialist	
state	 and	 its	 ideology.	 In	 the	GDR,	 almost	 90%	of	women	were	working	 full-_me.	
Hence,	 a	 highly	 developed	 network	 of	 childcare	 was	 available,	 even	 catering	 to	
those	 parents	working	 night	 shi`s.	 State-run	 childcare	was	 available	 to	 everyone.	
Children	were	uniformly	taught	cleanliness,	order,	and	independence.	At	they	same	
_me,	they	were	supposedly	moulded	into	becoming	"good	socialists"	(Plänkers	et	al.	
2005;	 Schroeter	 1974).	 Indeed,	 I	 remember	 the	 strict	 rules	 and	 highly	 structured	
daily	 rou_ne,	 the	 songs	we	 sung	and	 the	 stories	we	were	 told.	 This	was	 the	_me	
when	they	would	do	what	some	people	these	days	ironically	call	"Pojy-terrorism"-	
"Toepfchen-Terror",	 aligning	 poaes	 in	 the	 nursery	 bathroom	 and	 expec_ng	 all	
toddlers	to	use	them	at	the	same	_me	to	achieve	a	controlled,	reliable	daily	rou_ne.	
Indeed,	it	was	one	of	those	things	I	would	later	hear	my	informants	describe	as	"just	
normal".	 I	 suppose	 I	 felt	 the	 same	way	 then.	 But	 as	 I	 discovered	 throughout	my	
ﬁeldwork,	this	"normality"	had	a	much	deeper	meaning.		
Finally,	in	1990	Germany	was	oﬃcially	reunited	and	soon	a`er	my	family	relocated	
to	 the	 West	 Berlin	 Bezirk	 of	 Reinickendorf,	 where	 I	 then	 spent	 the	 rest	 of	 my	
childhood.	We	moved	into	a	house	that	a	distant	West	German	rela_ve	rented	out	
to	 us	 in	 a	 quiet	 residen_al	 area.	 I	 s_ll	 recall	 the	 ﬁrst	 day	 at	 my	 new	 "Western"	





life	 much.	 	 Only	 occasionally	 would	 it	 come	 up	 in	 conversa_on	 amongst	 the	
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I	 do	 not	 remember	when	 exactly	 it	 started,	 but	 at	 some	point	 in	my	 childhood,	 I	
began	to	get	embarrassed	about	my	background.	I	suspect	it	was	my	older	brother	
who	 introduced	me	 to	 that	 feeling.	He	was	a	 teenager	 in	 the	1990's	and	had	 just	
been	 transferred	 to	 a	 school	 in	 West	 Berlin,	 where	 he	 persistently	 denied	 being	
from	the	East.	 It	simply	wasn't	"cool".	He	wanted	to	ﬁt	 in	with	the	other	kids,	and	
having	the	s_gma	of	being	an	"Ossi"	(i.e.,	a	cliché	for	being	lazy,	always	complaining,	
etc.)	 ajached	 to	 him	 was	 not	 desirable.	 Indeed,	 many	 East	 Germans	 of	 his	
genera_on,	especially	 those	who	were	between	8	and	16	years	old	when	the	wall	
fell,	felt	this	way.	They	were	ashamed,	as	people	from	the	GDR	were	o`en	portrayed	
as	 being	 less	worthy	 by	 the	media,	 and	West	German	 clichés	 further	 emphasised	









to	 live	 in	 the	 East	 a`er	 Germany's	 reuniﬁca_on	 and	 I	 s_ll	 denied	 this	 part	 of	my	
iden_ty.	As	a	child,	 I	 spent	many	summers	 there,	with	my	grandmother	 in	a	small	
town	in	Brandenburg	and	my	great-grandmother	in	a	lijle	village	in	Saxony.	To	this	
day,	 these	places	have	a	comfor_ng	 familiarity	 for	me	and	even	make	me	 feel	"at	
home".	 Looking	 back	 at	 those	 summers	 in	 the	 countryside,	 the	 GDR	 was	 o`en	








and	 compare	 contracep_ve	 choices	 of	 women	 in	 East	 and	 West	 Germany.	 The	
con_nuing	 diﬀerences	 in	 percep_ons	 and	 gender	 images	 were	 remarkable	
(Neuendorf	 unpublished,	 2011).	 Conduc_ng	 this	 research,	 I	 became	 extremely	
interested	in	the	topic	of	the	GDR.	I	was	curious	how	my	parents,	family	and	friends	
had	 experienced	 life	 in	 this	 small	 isolated	 state.	 How	 had	 the	 legacy	 of	 the	 GDR	
shaped	their	lives	as	well	as	my	own	life	and	worldview?	












Some_mes	 you	 would	 ﬁnd	 a	 dark,	 derelict	 building,	 right	 next	 to	 beau_fully	
restored	houses.		





Although	 I	 found	 these	 old,	 empty	 buildings	 with	 their	 dusty	 GDR	 style	 shop	
windows	a	lijle	creepy	at	_mes,	they	somehow	fascinated	me.	Walking	along	those	
shady	 streets	on	my	way	home,	 I	o`en	wondered	what	had	been	going	on	 inside	
them.	Where	were	 the	people	who	had	once	 lived	 there?	 I	 started	 reading	about	
the	GDR	and	visited	the	local	memorial	site	at	the	Stasi	headquarters.	I	became	very	
intrigued	 by	 the	 dark	 sides	 of	 life	 in	 the	 GDR.	What	 role	 did	 the	 socialist	 state’s	
secret	police,	the	Stasi,	play	in	people's	everyday	lives?	
It	was	also	at	this	_me	that	my	family,	following	a	complicated	applica_on	process	at	
the	BStU,	 gained	permission	 to	 view	 their	 parents'	Stasi	 ﬁles.	 There	were	piles	 of	
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ﬁles	 with	 reports	 of	 in-depth	 surveillance	 of	 the	 family.	 These	 ﬁndings	 not	 only	





small	 por_on	of	 the	ﬁles.	Reading	 them	 revealed	 the	 intensity	of	 the	around-the-







the	 cover	names	"Adam	and	Eve",	while	my	great-grandmother	was	 simply	 called	
"Oma"	 (German	 for	 granny/grandma).	 Despite	 the	 irony	 of	 it	 all,	 reading	 these	
reports	 of	 observa_ons	 and	 interroga_ons,	 I	 slowly	 began	 to	 understand	 the	
constant	fear	and	pressure	people	had	to	endure	in	those	years	of	the	dictatorship	
and	the	power	this	frightening	state	apparatus	must	have	had	over	people.		
In	my	 ethnographic	 explora_on,	 I	 aim	 to	 uncover	 how	 East	Germans	 experienced	
the	presence	of	the	Stasi	in	their	lives.	What	did	mass-surveillance	of	this	calibre	do	
to	people	and	how	do	they	feel	about	it	today?		Does	the	legacy	of	the	SED	regime	
s_ll	 impact	 their	 lives	 in	 any	 way?	 And,	 most	 importantly	 how	 are	 personal	
rela_onships	mediated	in	this	context?	I	undertook	12	months	of	ﬁeldwork	to	unveil	
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these	 ques_ons	 and	 view	 the	 issues	 at	 hand	 through	 an	 anthropological	 lens,	






Anthropology	 at	 home	 has	 many	 advantages	 including	 the	 ease	 with	 which	 a	
researcher	can	enter	the	ﬁeld	without	having	to	learn	a	new	language	and	adjust	to	
a	new	culture	and	environment	(Strathern	1987).	 It	also	has	the	added	bonus	of	a	





majority	of	my	 life	 in	 the	West	and	abroad.	During	 the	ﬁeldwork	my	own	 iden_ty	




"shi`ing	 iden__es"	 of	 anthropologists.	 Indeed,	 she	 urges	 us	 to	 acknowledge	 the	
subjec_vity	of	ﬁeld	research,	since	an	anthropologist's	work	is	inevitably	inﬂuenced	
by	 their	 unique	personal	 and	professional	 experiences,	 giving	 them	a	 "hybrid	 and	
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posi_oned	nature"	(1993,	p.682).	Although	someone	may	have	been	born	in	or	lived	
in	 a	 par_cular	 place,	 this	 does	 not	 automa_cally	 mean	 that	 they	 are	 a	 "na_ve	
returning	home	to	blend	smoothly	with	other	na_ves"	(1993,	p.	675).		Just	as	Jahan	
(2014)	ques_oned	her	posi_on	in	her	ﬁeld	site	where,	despite	having	been	a	na_ve	
to	 the	village	where	 she	conducted	 research,	 she	 s_ll	 recognised	 the	 limits	of	her	
posi_on	as	an	apparent	“‘na_ve’,	having	power	and	pres_ge	as	an	‘insider’”	(2014,	




to	an	 interna_onal	 school	 in	Berlin	and	eventually	 spent	most	of	my	_me	abroad,	
primarily	in	the	UK.	I	always	had	a	close	rela_onship	with	my	"home",	yet	due	to	my	
experience	of	 living	 abroad,	 I	 o`en	 see	 things	 in	 a	 slightly	 diﬀerent	 light	 than	my	
family.	 At	 _mes,	 this	 has	 made	me	 feel	 like	 an	 outsider	 in	 my	 culture.	 However,	
while	 conduc_ng	 research,	 I	 experienced	 this	 as	 an	 advantage,	 allowing	 me	 to	
uncover	unknown	aspects	I	otherwise	may	not	have	no_ced.	
Kra`	Alsop	 explores	 the	German	 concepts	 of	 Fernweh	 and	Heimweh1	 In	 an	 auto-
ethnographic	account	of	her	 life	as	a	German	 immigrant	 in	 the	United	States,	 she	
demonstrates	 the	 value	 of	 self-reﬂexive	 auto-ethnography	 and	 describes	 how	her	
iden_ty	 and	 feelings	 change	 while	 home	 and	 away.	 She	 captures	 the	 process	 by	
which	an	emigrant	 turns	 into	a	 stranger	 in	 their	home,	once	 they	 leave	 it	behind.	









This	 ambivalent	 posi_on	 can	 be	 tricky	 as	 Kra`	 Alsop	 eloquently	 puts	 it	 "Auto-
ethnographers	 who	 set	 themselves	 the	 task	 of	 rela_ng	 cultures	 are	 boundary	
walkers:	they	crisscross	between	the	boundaries	of	being	home	and	away,	of	being	
insider	 and	outsider,	 of	 being	personal	 and	 cultural	 selves.	 There	 is	 nothing	more	
diﬃcult	 than	 this	 back	 and	 forth	 between	 ways	 of	 living,	 speaking,	 thinking	 and	
feeling."	(2006,	p.13)	
Despite	 this	 diﬃcult	 balancing	 act,	 I	made	 it	my	 goal	 to	 gain	 the	most	 from	both	
worlds.	Throughout	my	ﬁeldwork,	 I	 found	myself	being	 iden_ﬁed	as	East	German.	
My	age	also	played	a	signiﬁcant	role.	Yes,	I	was	born	in	the	GDR;	but	I	was	too	young	
to	 experience	 the	 regime.	 Therefore,	 my	 informants	 accepted	 that	 I	 had	 some	
knowledge	about	the	GDR	due	to	my	background,	but	my	age	s_ll	provided	me	with	
enough	 distance	 not	 to	 have	 "too	 many	 preconcepSons	 and	 poliScal	 opinions".	
There	was	o`en	 the	 sense	 that	 they	wanted	 to	 teach	me	 "what	 it	was	 really	 like	
back	 then".	 At	 the	 same	 _me,	 being	 a	 part-outsider,	 I	 was	 able	 to	 analyse	 and	
understand	my	informants’	stories	more	objec_vely.	
Nonetheless,	 gaining	 their	 trust	was	 a	 very	 signiﬁcant	 aspect	 and	 challenge	 in	my	
ﬁeldwork.	 Jahan	 (2014)	 describes	 her	 experience	 of	 doing	 ﬁeldwork	 in	 her	 na_ve	
village	 in	 Bangladesh	 and	 her	 struggles	 as	 a	 "par_al	 insider".	 She	 found	 her	
ﬁeldwork	to	be	a	"transforming	experience"	which	changed	her	"understanding	of	
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the	 social	 world"	 (2014,	 p.2).	 Just	 as	 I	 had	 experienced	 in	my	 own	 ﬁeldwork	 "at	
home",	 Jahan	 also	 developed	 ways	 to	 gain	 informants'	 respect	 and	 trust	 in	 a	
sensi_ve	manner,	as	well	 as	 forming	 friendships.	 She	writes:	 "In	many	 instances,	 I	
shared	 my	 own	 life	 story	 and	 personal	 feelings,	 in	 order	 to	 develop	 rela_ons	 of	
mutual	 friendship."	 (2014,	 p.2).	 This	was	 certainly	 the	 case	 in	my	 own	 interviews	
too.	 	 Every	 mee_ng	 began	 with	 a	 ten	 to	 ﬁ`een-minute	 conversa_on	 about	 my	
background,	my	family	story,	and	my	mo_va_on	in	conduc_ng	this	ﬁeldwork.	In	fact,	
all	 of	 my	 informants	 asked	 me	 numerous	 ques_ons	 before	 beginning	 the	










exchanged	 phone	 numbers	 and	 email	 addresses	 of	 acquaintances	 who	 had	
"interes_ng	stories".			
Once	the	_me	of	my	ﬁeldwork	came	around,	 I	was	mo_vated	and	conﬁdent	that	 I	
had	already	 lined	up	my	group	of	 informants.	However,	 I	quickly	 realised	 that	 this	




"This	was	so	 long	ago,	 I	don't	 remember	exactly...",	 "I'm	very	busy	 in	 the	next	 few	
weeks",	and	so	on.	All	of	a	sudden	no	one	seemed	to	want	 to	speak	to	me.	 I	was	
astonished—especially	 when	 I	 talked	 to	 people	 in	 my	 social	 network.	 Asking	 to	
conduct	 interviews	for	the	ﬁrst	_me,	I	was	confronted	with	the	massive	emo_onal	
impact	 that	 the	 subject	 of	 the	 Stasi	 has	 on	 people.	 There	 were	 several	 diﬃcult	
conversa_ons	in	which	I	felt	out	of	my	depth.	Was	I	allowed	to	ask	these	ques_ons?	




I	decided	 to	approach	my	ﬁeldwork	 from	a	diﬀerent	angle.	Even	 though	 it	 ini_ally	
felt	 like	this	resulted	from	personal	shortcomings,	 I	soon	learnt	this	behaviour	was	
not	at	all	unusual.	In	fact,	it	showed	what	it	was	that	I	was	dealing	with.	The	extent	
of	 emo_onal	 pain	 and	 the	 a`ermath	 s_ll	 aﬀec_ng	 personal	 rela_onships	 was	
immense.	The	reluctance	to	recall	the	condi_ons	of	governance	and	the	avoidance	
of	engaging	with	the	personal	repercussions	resul_ng	from	them,	are	quite	common	
in	post-communist	 socie_es.	 This	 silence	may	 in	 fact	be	 regarded	as	 a	 sign	of	 the	
repression	of	trauma_c	experiences	(Sztompka	2004;	Smelser	2004),	as	I	will	outline	
later	in	this	thesis.	So,	 it	can	be	said	that	the	object	my	research	indeed	became	a	
major	obstacle,	par_cularly	 in	 the	early	 stages	of	my	ﬁeldwork.	As	Gallinat	 (2013)	
has	 asserted,	 the	 landscape	 of	memory	 in	 East	Germany	 is	 complex	 and	 at	 _mes	










began	 to	 search	 for	other	ways	 to	get	 in	 touch	with	East	Germans	who	would	be	
able	 to	 contribute	 to	my	 study.	My	 search	 led	me	 to	 various	websites,	memorial	
sites	and	organisa_ons.		
A	note	on	the	Oral	History	Approach	and	the	Zeitzeugenbörse	e.V.	
I	 became	 interested	 in	 the	 oral	 history	 approach	 or	Zeitzeugeninterview.	 As	 I	 had	
planned	 originally,	 in	 my	 inves_ga_on	 I	 primarily	 used	 the	 ethnographic	 and	 life	
history	 methodologies.	 But,	 since	 my	 work	 to	 an	 extent	 is	 also	 an	 oral	 historical	
record,	it	made	sense	to	search	for	organisa_ons,	which	support	this	approach.		
The	Oral	History	Associa_on	(OHA)	deﬁned	“Oral	History”	as	“a	ﬁeld	of	study	and	a	
method	 of	 gathering,	 preserving	 and	 interpre_ng	 the	 voices	 and	 memories	 of	
people,	communi_es,	and	par_cipants	in	past	events.	Oral	history	is	both	the	oldest	
type	of	historical	inquiry,	preda_ng	the	wrijen	word,	and	one	of	the	most	modern,	
ini_ated	 with	 tape	 recorders	 in	 the	 1940s	 and	 now	 using	 21st-century	 digital	
technologies.”	(OHA	2017).		
The	 recording	 of	 oral	 history	 therefore	 gives	 those	who	 experienced	 history	 ﬁrst-
hand	 a	 voice.	 This	 is	 par_cularly	 useful	 in	 contexts	 where	 historical	 research	 is	
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hindered	by	poli_cal	circumstances,	lack	of	-	or	destruc_on	of	archival	records	and	
war.	 Vilanova’s	 (1997)	 work	 for	 instance,	 has	 focussed	 on	 oral	 history	 records	 in	
Spain.	 She	 inves_gated	 the	 Franco	 dictatorship	 (1939-	 1975)	 and	 notes	 that,	 for	
many	years,	historical	accounts	were	repressed	and	only	in	the	1980’s	some	Spanish	
Universi_es,	 in	 par_cular	 the	 University	 of	 Barcelona,	 began	 engaging	 in	 the	
collec_on	 and	 analysis	 of	 historical	 accounts.	 Here	 the	 use	 of	 the	 oral	 history	
approach	became	invaluable.	
In	 Germany,	 Lutz	 Niethammer	 has	 wrijen	 extensively	 about	 the	 Oral	 History	
Approach	 and	 has	 published	 many	 oral	 history	 accounts	 of	 post-war	 Germany.	
Remarkably,	he	was	also	one	of	the	few	researchers	that	was	able	to	independently	









support	 and	 allow	 for	 a	 recording	 and	 distribu_on	 of	 oral	 history	 and	 personal	
accounts	 outside	 of	 the	mainstream	 public	 domain.	 These	 organisa_ons	 act	 as	 a	





are	 in	 some	way	 limited	 in	 their	 ability	 to	 conduct	and	publish	 impar_al	 accounts	
(e.g.	 Belarus,	 Poland,	 Czech	 Republic),	 the	 use	 of	 the	 oral	 history	 approach	 and	
these	organisa_ons	provide	a	good	alterna_ve.		
For	 instance,	 in	 Belarus	 the	 Belarussian	 Online	Museum,	 collects	 and	makes	 oral	
history	 accounts	 available	 to	 the	 public.	On	 their	website	 they	write:	 “Since	 2007	








precious	 tesSmony	not	only	 about	modern	history,	 but	 about	 the	 character	 of	 the	
Czech	people	as	well”.		
Inspired	 by	 this,	 I	 began	my	 own	 search.	 One	 a`ernoon	 in	 late	 February	 2014,	 I	
visited	the	Berlin	Wall	Memorial	Informa_on	Centre	in	the	hope	of	ﬁnding	resources	
to	 get	 in	 touch	 with	 possible	 informants.	 I	 spoke	 to	 a	 middle-aged	 lady	 at	 the	
informa_on	desk.	She	was	surprised	when	I	explained	my	research	and	what	I	was	
looking	 for.	 It	 seemed	 like	 she	 had	 never	 heard	 of	 such	 a	 request.	 This	 in	 turn	
surprised	me,	considering	that	it	is	an	important	aspect	of	recent	history	and	surely	
the	 appearance	 of	 researchers	 here	 should	 be	 a	 common	 occurrence.	 I	 had	
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previously	read	about	research	projects	that	were	ongoing	at	the	BStU	and	so-called	




at	 any	 opportunity	 to	 tell	 their	 story	 for	 a	 TV	 interview.	 I	 wanted	 to	 speak	 to	
individuals	 who	 were	 not	 necessarily	 well-known	 poli_cal	 ac_vists,	 but	 rather	
represented	a	cross-sec_on	of	general	GDR	society.	But,	in	my	research,	I	found	that	
throughout	 Germany,	 many	 memorial	 and	 oral	 history	 organisa_ons	 had	 been	
extremely	useful	in	recording	the	history	of	the	20th	century.	With	regards	to	recent	
history	 of	 the	 divided	 Germany,	 the	 German	 Federal	 Founda_on	 for	 the	
reconcilia_on	of	the	SED	regime,	had	funded	and	organised	numerous	oral	history	
projects.	 They,	 too,	 provide	 a	 collec_on	 of	 Oral	 History	 records	 and	 a	 contact	
database	of	interviewees	(see	Zeitzeugenbüro.de).		
	So,	 I	 decided	 to	 give	 this	 approach	 a	 try	 a`er	 all.	 During	my	 search	 I	 had	 come	
across	the	non-governmental,	non-proﬁt	Zeitzeugenbörse	(ZZB).	Their	mojo	is	“ZZB:	
Preserving	 Priceless	 Memories	 for	 the	 Future”,	 alluding	 to	 the	 importance	 of	 the	
preserva_on	of	oral	historical	accounts.		
		I	 preferred	 the	 idea	 of	 working	 with	 this	 smaller	 organisa_on,	 as	 it	 is	 not	 only	
independent	of	the	State	Department,	but	the	Zeitzeugen	who	are	registered	here	









talks	 at	 schools,	 where	 children	 could	 hear	 real-life	 accounts	 about	 things	 they	
would	normally	only	read	in	history	books.		
On	their	website	they	describe	the	organisa_on’s	work	as	such:	
“Witnesses	 to	 Berlin	 history	 want	 to	 share	 their	 memories	 and	 experiences.	
EducaSon	and	media	professionals	are	looking	for	vivid	and	exciSng	narraSves.		
The	ZZB	brings	both	sides	together.		




I	 decided	 to	get	 in	 touch	with	 them	and	 see	 if	 they	 could	be	of	help.	A`er	a	 few	
weeks,	I	had	a	response	and	arranged	a	mee_ng	to	explain	my	research	further.	
On	a	sunny	day	in	March,	I	arrived	at	their	oﬃce	in	Ackerstrasse,	Berlin	Mide.	I	was	
greeted	 by	 two	 middle-aged	 women	 in	 a	 small	 ground	 ﬂoor	 oﬃce,	 which	 only	
consisted	 of	 two	 small	 rooms	 and	 a	 kitchen.	 They	 were	 both	 very	 friendly	 and	
welcoming	and	immediately	began	making	coﬀee	and	unwrapping	a	cake	that	one	
of	 them	had	baked.	We	sat	at	a	 table	and	started	talking.	 I	explained	my	research	
interests	and	what	 I	was	 looking	for.	They	 listened	and	began	asking	me	ques_ons	
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about	 the	aims	of	my	 research:	what	 I	was	 interested	 in;	my	university	aﬃlia_on;	
how	I	would	ensure	my	informants'	opinions	were	represented	accurately;	and	what	
type	 of	 people	 I	was	 looking	 for.	 It	was	 an	 intense	 in-depth	 interview,	 somewhat	
resembling	 the	 departmental	 "upgrade	 exam"	 I	 had	 taken	 at	 UCL	 prior	 to	 my	
departure,	 but	 more	 daun_ng.	 They	 were	 very	 interested	 in	 the	 ﬁeld	 of	
Anthropology	and	told	me	that	most	researchers	who	asked	them	for	contacts	were	
journalists.	They	explained	that	their	small	"contac_ng	service"	had	been	successful	
in	 matching	 up	 researchers	 and	 Zeitzeugen,	 but	 that	 there	 had	 been	 occasions	
where	the	informants	were	unhappy	with	the	way	journalists	wrote	about	them	or	
the	 way	 their	 opinions	 and	memories	 were	 represented	 in	 the	media.	 They	 also	
warned	me	about	 the	handling	of	 sensi_ve	 issues	and	 trauma_c	memories.	 I	 told	
them	about	my	diﬃcul_es	in	ﬁnding	informants,	and	they	were	not	at	all	surprised.	
Apparently,	 this	 was	 a	 well-known	 challenge	 to	 researchers.	 A`er	 all,	 this	 was	 a	
controversial	topic	surrounded	with	much	secrecy.	
When	the	two	women	were	ﬁnally	happy	with	my	introduc_on,	they	took	out	lists	
with	 the	 organisa_on	 members’	 names	 and	 phone	 numbers.	 They	 both	 went	
through	the	list	and	discussed	who	could	be	a	suitable	contact.	I	encouraged	them	
to	 suggest	people	with	as	wide	a	 range	of	backgrounds	as	possible.	 They	 told	me	
that	they	would	email	me	a	list	of	informants	I	could	call	and	see	if	they	would	agree	
to	be	interviewed.		
A	 week	 later	 I	 received	 a	 list	 of	 numbers	 and	 began	 making	 calls.	 I	 was	 not	
disappointed,	the	range	of	peoples'	backgrounds	was	indeed	extraordinary.	I	spoke	
to	a	variety	of	people:	from	a	94-year-old	lady	who	was	s_ll	a	convinced	socialist	(as	








presence	 of	 the	 Stasi.	 Always	 living	 under	 the	 watchful	 eye	 of	 state	 oﬃcials	 and	
unoﬃcial	 informants	 inﬂuenced	 their	 personal	 freedom	 and	 life	 quality.	 When	
would	one	ever	have	known	whether	it	was	safe	to	speak	one's	mind	openly?	At	the	
_me,	 any	 step	 oﬀ	 the	 desired	 ideological	 path	 could	 have	 poten_ally	 led	 to	
personally	 catastrophic	 consequences.	 These	 condi_ons	 created	 strong	 feelings	 of	
uncertainty,	suspicion	and	also	anxiety.	
In	 turn,	 this	 fear	 brings	 up	 numerous	 ques_ons.	 How	 did	 life	 under	 these	
circumstances	 inﬂuence	 interpersonal	 rela_onships?	 How	 was	 social	 mistrust	
generated,	and	what	were	the	nature	of	the	bonds	that	people	created,	despite	the	




The	 aim	 of	 this	 ethnographic	 ﬁeld	 study,	 then,	 is	 to	 understand	 East	 Germans'	




general	 popula_on	 perceived	 life	 in	 a	 dictatorship.	 I	 explore	 how	 control	 and	
conformity	were	achieved	among	East	Germans.	I	look	at	Hannah	Arendt	and	other	
scholars	 to	 understand	 how	 totalitarian	 regimes	 establish	 themselves	 and	 how	
ci_zens	become	ac_vely	 involved	 in	 those	systems.	 I	 inves_gate	how	the	 legacy	of	





The	 second	 approach	 examines	 the	 impact	 of	 surveillance	 at	 an	 individual	 level.	
How	did	my	interviewees	experience	state	control,	and	how	did	such	control	shape	
their	 ongoing	 lives,	 iden__es,	 and	 sense	 of	 wellbeing?	 Through	 ethnographic	
ﬁeldwork,	in-depth	life	histories,	and	less	structured	interviews,	I	have	ajempted	to	
unpack	 what	 state	 control	 meant	 in	 everyday	 contexts	 and	 what	 led	 individuals	
either	to	conform	to	or	to	resist	state	doctrines.	How	have	people	coped	with	the	
trauma	they	experienced	through	repression	and	state	violence	since	1989?	Can	the	
painful	 wounds	 of	 the	 past	 ever	 be	 healed?	 Here	 I	 inves_gated	 not	 only	 their	














































































As	 men_oned	 above,	 I	 made	 contact	 with	 interviewees	 who	 contributed	 to	 my	
ethnographic	 ﬁeld	 study	 with	 the	 help	 of	 the	 Zeitzeugen	 Börse	 e.V.,	 my	 own	
acquaintances,	 my	 informants’	 recommended	 contacts,	 as	 well	 as	 my	 extended	
family.	
Ten	 informants	 provided	 in-depth	 life	 histories,	 which	 I	 audio	 recorded	 and	











into	 an	 individual's	 personal	world,	 and	 helped	me	 gain	 a	 clearer	 picture	 of	who	
they	were.	 However,	 one	 of	my	 informants	 chose	 to	 visit	me	 in	my	 home,	 while	
several	others	met	me	in	the	home	of	the	acquaintance	responsible	who	had	put	us	
in	 touch.	 Further	 casual	 conversa_ons	 took	 place	 in	 numerous	 loca_ons,	 such	 as	





of	 backgrounds,	 both	 regarding	 their	 careers	 and	 social	 standing,	 as	well	 as	 their	
personal	 convic_ons.	 In	 spite	 of	 this	 diversity,	 all	 interviewees	 came	 into	 close	
contact	with	 the	 Stasi	 and	were	 aware	 that	 they	were	under	 surveillance	 (usually	
beyond	the	general	base	level	of	state	control)	during	the	_me	of	the	surveillance.	
Their	 experiences	 at	 _mes	 involved	 extreme	 repression,	 interroga_ons	 and	
imprisonment.	Some	informants	were	repor_ng	to	the	Stasi	themselves	and	in	turn	
were	also	spied	upon.		
All	 interlocutors	who	par_cipated	 in	 this	 study	were	 very	 keen	 to	 contribute	 to	 it	
and	felt	that	it	was	important	for	a	discussion	about	the	GDR	to	occur.	Despite	their	




Therefore,	 I	 became	 very	 careful	 in	 the	 way	 I	 described	 my	 research	 topic,	
some_mes	needing	to	be	quite	circumspect	about	asking	sensi_ve	ques_ons.	
Thus,	during	my	interviews	I	kept	my	ini_al	ques_ons	as	general	as	possible.	I	began	
every	mee_ng	 following	 a	Zeitzeugengespräch	 narra_ve	 style	 (see	 Zeitzeugenbüro	
Advice	Brochure).	This	 is	o`en	used	 in	historical	 interviews,	and	 I	 found	 it	 to	be	a	
good	 star_ng	point	 for	genera_ng	conversa_on.	 Speciﬁcally,	 I	 began	by	asking	 the	
informant	 to	 describe	 their	 personal	 journey.	 "Könnten	 Sie	 bide	 Ihren	Werdegang	





in	 a	 chronological	 order	 and	 provided	 me	 with	 fascina_ng	 life	 histories.	 In	 the	
process,	 I	made	 sure	 to	 let	 the	 informant	 take	 the	 lead	 in	 the	 conversa_on	 at	 all	
_mes,	yet	enquiring	for	more	details	when	something	stood	out	to	me.	With	many	
of	my	 interviewees,	 I	 conducted	 two	 in-depth	 interviews.	 Generally,	 the	 ﬁrst	 one	
being	a	detailed	 life	history,	and	 in	 the	 second	one	asking	ques_ons	about	details	
that	intrigued	me	in	our	previous	encounter.	
All	my	 in-depth	 interviews	were	 rather	 lengthy,	 las_ng	one	hour	at	 the	very	 least.	
However,	 the	 majority	 of	 conversa_ons	 took	 approximately	 two	 to	 four	 hours.	
Some_mes	 I	 would	 spend	 an	 en_re	 day	 with	 an	 interviewee,	 some_mes	 several	
days.	This	depended	on	their	 loca_on,	age,	and	also	their	rela_onship	to	me	(e.g.,	
acquaintances	and/or	extended	family).	While,	spending	_me	in	Berlin	and	smaller	
towns	 in	 Brandenburg,	 Saxony,	 and	 Mecklenburg-Vorpommern,	 I	 also	 conducted	
numerous	informal	interviews	and	recorded	my	general	observa_ons.		
"Ossi	or	Wessi?"	-	Why	does	it	maYer?	
As	 I	men_oned	 in	 the	 beginning,	 the	 role	 of	my	 own	 background	was	 extremely	
important	when	I	conducted	my	interviews.	The	ques_on	of	whether	I	was	from	the	
East	 or	 the	 West	 came	 to	 be	 an	 issue	 I	 encountered	 in	 every	 single	 one	 of	 my	
interviews.	But	why	did	this	s_ll	majer	so	much?	I	am	constantly	in	the	process	of	
unravelling	 this	 ques_on.	 Ul_mately,	 it	 was	 important	 for	 my	 informants	 to	 see	
whether	 I	was	 trustworthy	 and	 if	 I	 had	 some	poli_cal	 (or	 other)	 agenda.	 Perhaps	
they	even	thought	I	would	misunderstand	or	judge	them	as	an	"ignorant	Wessi".	To	
me,	 these	 ques_ons	 showed	 that	 many	 East	 Germans	 are	 s_ll	 conscious	 of	 the	
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dangers	 and	 moral	 dilemmas	 associated	 with	 Stasi	 surveillance,	 as	 well	 as	 an	
indica_on	of	con_nued	divisions	between	the	East	and	the	West.		
Language		




































































































This	 ethnographically	 based	 thesis	 consists	 of	 nine	 chapters.	 Chapter	 1	 is	 a	 brief	





the	 key	 themes	 that	 have	 emerged	 from	 my	 ethnographic	 inquiry:	 Ideology	 and	
state	 control;	 betrayal	 and	 distrust;	 trauma	 and	 resilience.	 These	 topics	 are	 a	 red	
thread	running	throughout	the	thesis	and	will	be	examined	in	greater	detail	in	later	
chapters.	
Chapter	4	 is	divided	 into	 three	 sec_ons.	 The	ﬁrst	 gives	a	brief	 introduc_on	 to	 the	
work	of	the	Ministry	of	State	Security	in	the	GDR.	The	second	and	primary	focus	of	
the	 chapter	 is	 my	 informants'	 percep_ons	 of	 the	 Stasi,	 which	 I	 illustrate	 through	
various	ethnographic	examples.	The	third	part	looks	at	the	physical	remnants	of	the	








Chapter	 6	 examines	 the	 trauma	 experienced	 as	 a	 result	 of	 state	 control	 and	
violence.	Using	ethnographic	evidence,	 I	 illustrate	 the	various	ways	violent	control	
was	experienced,	how	individuals	have	coped	with	the	a`ermath	of	state	terror,	and	
how	such	experiences	shaped	their	wellbeing	in	the	long	term.		
Chapter	 7	 explores	 how	having	 a	 past	 characterised	by	mass	 surveillance	 impacts	
former	 East	 Germans	 today,	 and	 how	 mul_ple	 incidences	 of	 trauma	 among	 this	
popula_on	have	led	to	a	form	of	social	suﬀering	that	manifests	itself	in	high	levels	of	
distrust.	
Following	on	 from	this,	 in	Chapter	8	 I	brieﬂy	examine	what	mass	 surveillance	and	
repression	 can	 do	 to	 society	 as	 a	 whole.	 For	 this,	 I	 examine	 my	 interviewees'	
narra_ves,	illustra_ng	the	broad	range	of	answers	to	this	ques_on.	

















Firstly,	 and	 most	 importantly,	 I	 thank	 my	 informants	 for	 sharing	 their	 incredibly	
compelling	and	moving	personal	stories	with	me.	I	am	indebted	to	their	generosity,	







their	 valuable	 comments	 and	 proof-reading	 help	 in	 the	 edi_ng	 process.	 Further,	 I	
thank	Hernando	Alberto	Echeverri	 for	his	unfailing	encouragement,	pa_ence,	 care	
and	support	while	wri_ng	up	this	PhD	thesis.	My	thanks	also	go	out	to	my	friends	
for	 their	 undying	 support,	 mo_va_on	 and	 conﬁdence,	 I	 thank	 Kris_na	 Thoring,	




for	 this	 project.	 I	 am	 very	 grateful	 for	 having	 had	 the	 opportunity	 to	 pursue	 this	
study,	and	 it	would	not	have	been	possible	without	their	help.	Finally,	 I	also	thank	


























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































From	 my	 ten	 main	 informants’	 life	 histories,	 I	 have	 chosen	 the	 following	 three	






of	 the	 meaning-making	 processes	 and	 spacial	 –	 temporal	 factors	 involved,	 in	
shaping	social,	psychological	and	poli_cal	trends	in	East	Germany.			
Ideology	and	State	Control		
In	 the	 ﬁrst	 life	 story,	 Frau	 M.	 formerly	 a	 devoted	 socialist	 who	 migrated	 from	
Australia	to	the	GDR,	readily	accepted	betrayal	and	denunciatory	prac_ces	to	serve	
the	socialist	cause.	Her	fears	and	childhood	trauma	(speciﬁcally,	having	been	forced	





were	 poisoning	 personal	 rela_onships	 throughout	 society	 as	 a	 whole.	 Frau	 M.'s	
accounts	were	ripe	with	examples	of	the	self-perpetua_ng	and	reinforcing	control	of	
the	 Stasi	 among	 the	 popula_on,	 leading	 to	 self-policing	 and	 an	 acquiescence	 to	
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control	 in	everyday	 life.	Her	break	with	the	East	German	secret	services	became	a	
further	turning	point	 in	her	 life.	Her	troubled	past	con_nues	to	 impact	her	mental	
wellbeing	severely.	
This	example	shows	on	a	smaller	scale,	how	personal	circumstances	during	the	Nazi	
regime	 and	 in	 post-war	 years	 also	 shaped	 many	 East	 German's	 beliefs	 and	
mo_va_ons.	 For	 some,	 socialism	 was	 a	 beacon	 of	 hope.	 The	 building	 of	 a	 new,	
bejer	 state	 was	 a	 substan_al	 incen_ve	 to	 create	 a	 system	 of	 control	 in	 the	 ﬁrst	
place	for	showing	 loyalty	to	the	state	and	complying	with	the	system.	But,	as	Frau	
M.’s	 story	 demonstrates,	 the	 ideal	 and	 reality	 did	 not	 coincide.	 The	 nega_ve	
consequences	of	real	life	socialism	coupled	with	the	psychological	burden	of	living	in	
a	 dictatorship	 caused	 disillusionment,	 blind	 conformity,	 and	 apathy.	 Only	 a	 few	
people	came	to	 realise	 these	dangerous	 tendencies	within	 the	state	and	stood	up	
against	them,	eventually	leading	to	the	breakdown	of	the	regime.		
Betrayal	and	Distrust		
The	 second	 account	 concerns	 the	 remarkable	 story	 of	 Herr	 K.,	 a	 so-called	
Fluchthelfer,	who	helped	over	50	East	Germans	leave	the	repressive	regime	with	the	
aid	of	elaborate	escape	plans,	engaging	in	James	Bond-like	missions.	His	astounding	
story	 demonstrates,	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 the	 ingenuity	 and	 determina_on	 of	 a	man	
who	put	his	 life	at	risk	to	help	others.	On	the	other,	 it	highlights	the	condi_ons	of	
sheer	despera_on	and	anguish	that	these	ideas	sprang	from.		He	helped	his	parents	
and	 other	 GDR	 ci_zens	 ﬂee	 the	 injus_ce	 that	 he	 had	 experienced,	 without	 ever	
expec_ng	anything	in	return.	
	 88	
While	 he	was	 selﬂess	 in	 his	 pursuit,	 others	 around	 him	 acted	 in	 self-interest	 and	
placed	state	ideology	above	the	value	of	trust	or	personal	rela_onships.	The	trauma	
he	 experienced	 was,	 therefore,	 two-fold.	 First,	 he	 suﬀered	 immensely	 under	 the	
dictatorship	 in	 the	 GDR	 and	 later	 on	 from	 the	 Stasi's	 persecu_on	 and	 repressive	
techniques,	 leading	 to	 an	 unstable	 sense	 of	 self,	 anxiety	 and	 severe	 distrust	 of	
others.	A`er	the	fall	of	the	Wall,	the	second	trauma_c	breakdown	ensued.	Viewing	
his	 Stasi	 ﬁles	 provided	 some	 shocking	 revela_ons.	 Since	 his	 re_rement,	 like	many	
others,	 he	 has	 begun	 to	 delve	 deeper	 into	 his	 past	 by	 researching	 his	 archival	
records.	 Over	 the	 years,	 and	 through	 several	 applica_ons	 at	 the	 BStU3,	 he	
uncovered	some	ugly	truths	about	people	whom	he	had	previously	trusted.		
Like	many	others,	he	had	to	come	to	terms	with	extreme	betrayal.	At	the	same	_me,	






the	arbitrariness	of	 the	 regime	at	a	very	young	age.	Frau	L.	was	 forced	 to	witness	
her	parents'	unjust	treatment	and	was	exposed	to	intense	social	pressure	by	those	
who	 supported	 the	 dictatorship.	 	 Even	 as	 a	 child,	 she	 had	 to	 experience	 isola_on	
and	rejec_on	from	those	who	became	so	deeply	 ingrained	 in	 the	GDR's	system	of	
indoctrina_on	 and	 control	 that	 they	 lost	 sight	 of	 their	 essen_al	 humanness.	 Soon	
																																								 																				
3	Abbreviation	BStU	 stands	 for	 Federal	Commissioner	of	 the	 State	 Security	 Service	of	 the	
former	German	Democratic	Republic,	also	known	as	the	Stasi	file	archive	
	 89	
she	 saw	 the	 state	 as	 an	 enemy	 that	 separated	 her	 from	 her	 parents,	 and	 that	
restricted	her	life	signiﬁcantly.	Even	years	later,	the	a`ermath	of	the	regime's	impact	
on	 her	 profoundly	 aﬀects	 her	 personal	 wellbeing.	 Her	 East	 German	 iden_ty	
con_nues	to	be	an	ambivalent	issue	in	spite	of	the	intervening	years.	
Though	she	was	s_ll	bajling	her	ongoing	emo_onal	trials,	what	stood	out	to	me	in	
our	conversa_on	was	 the	way	she	 laid	emphasis	on	 the	posi_ve	personal	gains	of	
her	experience,	especially	with	regard	to	her	rela_onships	with	others.	Despite	her	
experience	 of	 disloyalty,	 her	 childhood	 taught	 her	 a	 great	 lesson	 about	 human	
character.	 She	 found	 that	 even	 though	 many	 people	 were	 conforming	 to	 the	
dictatorship	at	any	price,	 there	were	also	a	 few	who	were	very	consistent	 in	 their	
behaviour.	 	 They	 disregarded	 the	 possibility	 of	 being	 persecuted,	 ac_ng	 on	 their	











phone	 a	 few	 _mes,	 and	 she	 was	 always	 a	 lijle	 abrupt.	 Un_l	 then,	 my	 other	
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informants	 had	 been	 very	 kind	 and	 welcoming.	 She	 was	 a	 lijle	more	 brash.	 She	
demanded	 to	 know	why	 I	 had	 not	 called	 back	 sooner,	 and	 anyway	 she	was	 busy	
right	now.	I	could	call	back	later.	
When	we	ﬁnally	agreed	on	an	appointment,	I	made	sure	to	arrive	very	punctually.	I	
was	a	 lijle	 surprised	when	 I	 saw	 the	area	 she	 lived	 in.	 It's	 a	popular	 tourist	area,	
which	has	been	taken	over	by	many	hip,	crea_ve	young	professionals	most	of	whom	
are	not	originally	from	the	city.	The	area	where	she	lives,	has	undergone	a	drama_c	
transforma_on	 in	 recent	 years	 and	 some_mes	 it	 is	 easy	 to	 forget	 that	 there	 are	
people	who	have	been	living	here	for	decades.		
I	arrived	at	the	turn	of	the	century	block	of	ﬂats	at	3	o'clock	on	the	dot	and	climbed	
the	 old	 creaky	 staircase.	 Frau	 M.	 already	 stood	 in	 the	 door-frame	 awai_ng	 my	
arrival—a	 small,	 sturdy	woman	with	 short	 greyish-dark	 hair.	 She	 greeted	me	 and	
told	me	to	come	in,	put	down	my	things,	and	please	take	oﬀ	my	shoes.	The	ﬂat	had	
an	 unusual	 beau_ful	 Altbau-style	 layout	 with	 high	 ceilings.	 The	 interior	 was	 old-
fashioned	 and	 sparsely	 decorated.	 Her	 living	 room	 had	 a	 large	 old	 bookshelf	 and	
many	books,	newspapers,	and	old	casseje	tapes	ﬂoa_ng	around	the	room.		
In	 her	 very	majer-of-fact	manner,	 she	 told	me	 to	 sit.	 I	 gave	 her	my	 informa_on	
sheet	to	read	and	told	her	that	my	work	would	be	wrijen	in	English.	I	then	went	on	
to	 explain	 what	 I	 was	 interested	 in	 ﬁnding	 out.	 She	 silently	 watched	 me	 and	
listened.	All	of	a	sudden	she	said	(in	English)	"So,	we	can	speak	English".	At	ﬁrst,	 I	
thought	 she	might	have	 learnt	English	 somewhere,	but	as	 she	con_nued	 to	 talk,	 I	
could	make	out	from	her	accent	and	vocabulary	that	she	must	be	a	na_ve	speaker.	I	
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asked	 her	 why	 she	 spoke	 such	 good	 English.	 Surprisingly	 she	 answered	 that	 she	
grew	up	in	Australia.	
A`er	this	short	introduc_on,	she	began	recalling	her	life	story	in	a	very	factual	and	




an	 early	 age,	 she	 was	 fascinated	 by	 socialism	 and	 believed	 that	 it	 was	 the	 only	
ideology	 that	 could	 lead	 the	 way	 to	 achieve	 equality,	 peace,	 and	 freedom	 for	
humankind.	She	had	close	rela_onships	with	a	group	of	communist	men	known	as	
the	Dunera	Boys,	who	had	ini_ally	arrived	in	Australia	onboard	the	HMT	Dunera.	
The	 story	of	 the	Dunera	Boys	 is	quite	 fascina_ng	 in	 itself.	At	 the	beginning	of	 the	
second	World	War,	as	fears	over	a	German	invasion	grew,	and	Britain	was	afraid	of	
housing	enemy	spies,	it	ordered	a	ship	to	take	German	na_onals	away	from	Europe.	
However,	 the	 opera_on	 was	 hasty	 and	 chao_c.	 In	 July	 1940,	 the	 HMT	 Dunera	
(originally	 with	 a	 capacity	 for	 1600	 passengers	 including	 crew),	 took	 away	 2000	
mostly	Jewish	refugees.	On	board	the	highly	overcrowded	ship	were	also	prisoners	
of	 war,	 around	 200	 Italian	 fascists,	 and	 251	 German	 Nazis.	 Without	 originally	






Onboard	 were	 many	 extraordinary	 personali_es	 who	 later	 became	 renowned	
scien_sts,	authors,	and	sportsmen.	Among	the	passengers	was,	for	example,	Anton	
Walter	 Freud,	 grandson	 of	 psychoanalyst	 Sigmund	 Freud,	 who	 wrote	 about	 the	





was	a	young	woman	and	became	 infatuated	with	 their	 ideas.	She	began	to	 follow	
them	and	when	the	group	decided	to	move	to	the	GDR,	she	decided	to	join	them.	










GDR	 several	 _mes.	 To	 her,	 the	 GDR	 represented	 the	 hopeful	 new	 beginning	 of	 a	













trade	 department	 as	 a	 translator.	 She	 believed	 that	 she	 was	 helping	 the	 GDR	




I	 asked	 her	 what	 mo_vated	 her	 to	 do	 this	 and	 she	 said	 that	 it	 was	 out	 of	 the	
convic_on	that	this	was	the	only	true	and	right	thing	to	do.	It	was	her	ﬁrm	belief	in	
socialism,	 she	 claimed,	 that	 drove	 her	 to	 do	 it.	 However,	 by	 the	 late	 1970's	 she	
realised	that	the	GDR	was	not	the	state	she	had	thought	it	would	become.	She	saw	
all	the	contradic_ons	of	everyday	life	and	the	injus_ces	imposed	upon	people.	She	
encountered	 suﬀering	 and	 repression,	 just	 as	 there	 had	 been	 in	 the	 former	












state	 decided	 for	 him	what	 his	 future	was	 going	 to	 be	 like.	 These	were	 all	





had	with	 the	men	who	 ini_ally	 drew	her	 to	 the	 country.	 She	 said	 that	only	much	
later	when	 she	 received	psychological	 counselling,	 did	 she	 realise	 that	 these	men	









her	with	many	 insights	 and	 realisa_ons	 about	herself	 and	her	 life.	 She	now	knew	
that	 she	 had	 never	 really	 been	 able	 to	 come	 to	 terms	 with	 her	 trauma_sing	
childhood.	Her	early	experience	of	"being	uprooted	and	living	in	fear",	con_nued	to	
dominate	her	feelings	and	thoughts.	She	told	me	that	the	old	fears	are	s_ll	inside	of	
her,	 the	 same	 ones	 she	 felt	 when	 she	 ﬂed	 with	 her	 family	 many	 years	 ago.	
Psychotherapy	 and	 reﬂec_ons	 about	 her	 childhood	 helped	 her	 come	 to	 this	






'Look,	 I	 want	 to	 tell	 you	 that	 I	 was	 working	 for	 the	 Stasi	 for	 20	 years...	 I	
reported	on	you	as	well."		
Everything	changed	a`er	she	publicly	revealed	that	she	had	reported	on	her	friends	
and	 family	 to	 the	Stasi.	Some	of	her	personal	 rela_onships	were	challenged.	Soon	
a`er	she	ﬁnally	overcame	this	_me	of	crisis,	the	Wall	fell.		
Her	case	was	par_cularly	unusual	in	my	work	because	not	only	did	she	openly	admit	




into	 the	 system.	 Unlike	 the	 majority	 of	 East	 Germans,	 she	 had	 grown	 up	 in	 a	
democra_c	country	where	 it	was	possible	 to	prac_ce	 free	speech.	Life	 in	Australia	
also	did	not	 involve	 the	kinds	of	heavy	 restric_ons	as	did	 life	 in	 the	GDR.	 Indeed,	
many	things	that	most	East	Germans	consider	ordinary	made	a	strong	impression	on	
her.	She	did	not	see	things	as	"just	normal".	
	As	an	example,	 she	 recalled	one	_me	when	 she	was	 standing	at	 the	 local	 airport	
and	heard	 the	 announcements	 coming	 from	 the	 speakers.	 They	 told	people	 (they	
didn't	 ask	 them)	 to	 take	 sharp	 objects	 out	 of	 their	 luggage	 before	 boarding	 the	
plane.	The	announcements	were	repeated	in	English,	yet	they	sounded	completely	
diﬀerent	in	the	two	languages.	In	German,	to	her,	it	sounded	like	a	demand	or	even	
an	 order,	 not	 just	 a	 piece	 of	 informa_on	 that	 was	 brought	 to	 people's	 ajen_on.	
Upon	 leaving	 the	 airport,	 Frau	 M.	 got	 into	 a	 taxi	 and	 told	 the	 driver	 about	 her	
sudden	 realisa_on.	He	 simply	 laughed	 it	 oﬀ	and	 said	 that	was	nothing	unusual;	 it	
was	"normal".		
Frau	M.	explained,		
"I	was	 a	 translator	 and	 interpreter	 in	 the	GDR,	 and	 I	was	 asked	 to	 talk	 to	
foreign	guests.	And	one	Sme	I	brought	a	foreign	guest	to	the	airport	…and	I	






then	 I	 heard	 the	 same	 sentence	 again	 but	 in	 English.	 First	 of	 all	 the	 tone	
wasn't	there...	I	was	interested	how	they	would	translate	...'Sie	erwarten...'	







this?’	 and	 he	 laughed	 and	 said	 "no,	 not	 really	 I	 went	 to	 GDR	 children's	
holiday	camps	and	they	always	used	this	sort	of	terminology	there,	so	I	got	
used	to	it!"		
She	 points	 out	 that	 this	 simple	 situa_on	 portrays	 how	 people	 normalised	 state	
control	 in	 their	 lives,	 and	 even	 accommodated	 open	 aggression.	 This	 has	 been	
par_cularly	true	of	the	genera_on	that	had	been	born	in	the	GDR	and	had	spent	a	
signiﬁcant	 part	 of	 their	 young	 adult	 lives	 in	 the	 country.	 She	 described	 that	 this	











Frau	M.	made	 quite	 a	 grim	 and	 at	 _mes	 even	 unfriendly	 impression	 on	me.	 She	
seemed	miserable.	A`er	hearing	her	life	story,	though,	I	could	understand	why	it	is	
hard	to	interact	with	her.	It	was	clear	that	she	was	s_ll	very	much	preoccupied	with	





ideology	 can	 have	 on	 young	
minds.	 As	 a	 young	woman,	 she	
truly	 believed	 that	 she	 was	
ﬁgh_ng	 for	 an	 honourable	
cause.	 Her	 trauma_sing	 past,	
ﬂeeing	 Nazi	 Germany,	 re-enforced	 the	 striving	 for	 a	 new	 bejer	 world.	 With	 her	
outsider's	 perspec_ve,	 she	 soon	 came	 to	 realise	 the	 dangerous	 system	 of	 control	
she	had	become	a	part	of.	In	the	GDR,	state	control	was	accepted	as	normal.	
Frau	 M.	 is	 very	 cri_cal	 of	 both	 German	 dictatorships	 these	 days.	 She	 sees	 the	
purpose	 of	 her	 life	 now,	 to	 tell	 the	 younger	 genera_on	 about	 the	 history	 and	
suﬀering	of	the	past	to	ensure	that	there	would	be	"no	forgeang".	She	is	now	very	
	 99	





through	 the	 Berlin-based	 organisa_on	 Zeitzeugen	 Börse	 e.V..	 Before	 I	 could	 even	
reach	 him,	 I	 already	 received	 a	 phone	 call.	Without	much	 of	 an	 introduc_on,	 he	
asked	 what	my	 project	 was	 about,	 brieﬂy	 listened	 and	 then	 said	 "OK,	 when	 and	
where	shall	we	meet?".	A`er	no_cing	that	we	live	rela_vely	close	to	each	other,	he	
stated	that	he	would	prefer	to	come	and	see	me	at	the	place	where	I	was	staying.	
Unlike	my	other	 informants,	 he	did	 not	 give	 anything	 away	 about	 his	 background	
before	our	mee_ng.	
On	the	day,	he	arrived	very	punctually	at	my	house,	carrying	a	black	briefcase.	We	
went	 and	 sat	 in	 the	 living	 room.	And	although	he	made	a	 friendly	 impression,	he	
was	no_ceably	reserved.	When	we	sat	down	with	coﬀee	to	begin	our	interview,	he	
told	me	that	he	was	not	sure	whether	his	story	would	be	"useful"	to	me.	As	I	always	









He	was	 born	 in	 1941,	 and	despite	 having	 only	 been	 four	 years	 old	when	 the	war	
ended,	 he	 could	 s_ll	 remember	 everything	 very	 well.	 He	 described	 his	 childhood	
and	 the	 way	 he	 and	 his	 friends	 would	 roam	 the	 streets	 and	 forests	 while	 their	
parents	 were	 working	 and	 rebuilding	 the	 country.	 Although	 these	 were	 diﬃcult	
_mes,	he	seemed	to	have	had	a	free	and	enjoyable	childhood.	He	then	went	on	to	










friends	 from	 the	 church	 youth	 group.	 For	 them,	 the	 religious	 aspect	 of	 the	 group	
was	not	so	important.	They	just	enjoyed	going	on	trips	together:	swimming,	playing	
table	tennis,	and	so	on.	They	did	not	seek	contact	with	the	state	or	poli_cs;	instead,	
they	 just	enjoyed	spending	_me	together.	But	 it	was	not	 long	before	the	shocking	
news	 reached	 them	 that	 the	 border	 had	 been	 closed	 and	 a	wall	 built,	 separa_ng	
East	 and	West	 Berlin.	 Hearing	 the	 news,	 Herr	 K.	 quickly	 made	 his	 way	 back.	 He	
arrived	in	East	Berlin	on	the	13th	of	August	by	train,	which	was	strictly	monitored	by	
police	and	military.	 In	 the	city,	he	recognised	the	hopelessness	of	 the	situa_on.	 In	
the	 coming	days,	he	was	 informed	 that	he	would	no	 longer	be	able	 to	 study	at	 a	
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university,	 but	 instead,	 would	 be	 expected	 to	 join	 the	 army.	 So,	 as	 soon	 as	 an	
opportunity	arose,	he	ﬂed	to	West	Berlin.			




from	his	parents	 that	he	had	kept,	wrijen	 in	1962.	As	he	read	 it,	he	became	very	
emo_onal.	Their	despera_on	to	 leave	the	East	was	clearly	palpable	 in	the	 lines	he	
read.	His	mother	was	very	 ill,	had	heart	problems	and	could	barely	walk.	She	was	
not	 receiving	 the	 right	 medica_on	 in	 the	 GDR.	 Of	 course,	 she	 would	 have	 never	
been	able	to	escape	by	climbing	fences	and	walls,	but	he	was	determined	to	get	her	
out.	 	He	came	up	with	an	elaborate	escape	plan.	For	this,	he	got	a	car	with	a	fake	
number	 plate,	 changed	 his	 appearance	 and	 took	 up	 the	 iden_ty	 of	 a	 foreign	
diplomat.	 He	 underwent	 lengthy	 prepara_ons	 including	 geang	 a	 fake	 diplomat	
passport,	gaining	graphics	and	prin_ng	exper_se	and	learning	enough	English	to	get	
by	without	arising	suspicions	of	 the	border	guards.	He	even	tried	to	adopt	certain	






Berlin,	where	 they	completed	 the	 formal	procedure	 to	obtain	 residency	permits	 for	West	
Germany	and	West	Berlin.	
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He	 told	 me	 how	 people	 pleaded	 him	 for	 help.	 There	 were	 families	 with	 small	
children	and	many	diﬃcult	cases,	but	he	was	lucky	enough	never	to	be	checked	at	
the	 border	 and	 successfully	 took	 them	 to	 the	 West.	 An	 elaborate	 and	 _me-
consuming	ac_vity.	
"Ich	 Weiss	 nicht	 ob	 sie	 sich	 vorstellen	 können,	 wie	 die	 Leute	 sie	
anﬂehen	können...da	waren	Eltern	mit	kleinen	Kindern...	also	ich	habe	
schwierige	Fälle	geholt	und	wir	wurden	nicht	kontrolliert."		
“I	 don’t	 know	 if	 you	 can	 imagine	 how	 people	 can	 beg…there	 were	
parents	 with	 small	 children…so	 I	 took	 the	 diﬃcult	 cases	 and	 they	
didn’t	check	us.”	
Yet,	 these	 undertakings	 were	 only	 possible	 because	 he	 regularly	 changed	 his	
iden_ty	and	appearance.	He	was	always	sure	to	conduct	all	his	missions	alone,	and	
not	many	people	knew	what	he	was	up	to.	Back	in	the	_me	when	he	was	s_ll	living	






Although	 he	 was	 in	West	 Berlin,	 he	 became	 a	 highly	 suspicious	 person	 to	 them.	
Increasingly	he	found	that	his	room	in	the	student	halls	was	searched,	and	his	things	







diﬀerent	versions	of	a	name	 that	 spies	had	overheard	 in	various	 conversa_ons.	 In	
his	 Stasi	 ﬁles,	 he	 found	 that	 they	 had	 an	 opera_on	 running	 to	 observe	 him	 –	 his	
code	name	was	"Adler"	-	"Eagle".	He	read	the	passage	from	the	copy	of	his	ﬁle	to	
me.	 It	was	a	detailed	descrip_on	of	his	person,	but	 it	was	 clear	 that	 they	did	not	
know	who	he	truly	was	because	of	his	ever-changing	iden_ty.	Some_mes	he	would	
enter	 the	 GDR	 with	 a	 foreigner's	 passport	 and	 leave	 with	 a	 diplomat's	 passport,	
always	 crossing	at	 Friedrichstraße	–	Checkpoint	Charlie	–	 a	 crossing	 that	was	only	
used	by	foreigners.		
At	some	point,	he	became	aware	that	the	Stasi	was	about	to	close	in	on	him.	He	told	
me	 that	 what	 eventually	 lead	 them	 to	 ﬁnd	 him	 was,	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 a	













them,	asking	why	 they	were	 following	him.	At	 this	point,	he	 felt	 superior	 to	 them	







could	trust	no	one”	 -"ich	wurde	psychoSsch,	 ich	traute	gar	keinem	mehr".	 	He	was	




"Ich	 bedauere	 es	 heute...auch	 bei	 Verwandten	 die	 Kontakt	
aufnehmen	wollten	habe	ich	es	rigoros	abgelehnt”.		
Shortly	 a`er	 Germany's	 reuniﬁca_on,	 he	 ﬁnally	 had	 the	 chance	 to	 view	 his	 Stasi	




	 "Nach	 dieser	 Akteneinsicht	 nach	 der	 Wende	 war	 ich	 eigentlich	
kapud".			
He	found	out	who	eventually	revealed	his	iden_ty	to	the	Stasi:	it	had	been	his	own	











Not	 only	 did	 they	 ajempt	 to	 shoot	 him,	 but	 they	 also	 began	 using	 repressive	









and	 wanted	 to	 show	 her	 apprecia_on	 for	 the	 state.	 In	 order	 to	 gain	 special	
permissions,	she	repeatedly	reported	on	him,	and	this	led	the	secret	police	to	start	
an	 en_re	 opera_on	 on	 him.	 Herr	 K.	 Said	 that	 this	 was	 traceable	 through	 the	
archived	 reports	 which	 had	 been	 passed	 along	 various	 regional	 Stasi	 oﬃces	 and	
departments.	
To	this	day,	he	suﬀers	 immensely	from	the	consequences	of	the	persecu_on.	He	is	
s_ll	 very	 cau_ous	 in	 his	 personal	 interac_ons	 and	 only	 recently	 has	 he	 found	 the	
courage	to	get	back	in	touch	with	his	friends	from	the	past.	 	To	me,	his	story	truly	
demonstrated	the	destruc_veness	that	distrust,	generated	by	the	state,	can	have	on	
personal	 rela_onships.	 He	 described	 the	 complicated	 rela_onship	 that	 he	 and	 his	
sister	con_nue	to	have	to	this	day.	He	never	confronted	her	with	his	discovery	that	
she	was	 the	 one	who	 betrayed	 him.	 He	 thinks	 that	 it	 would	 be	 pointless,	 as	 she	
would	deny	everything	since	she	"sSll	believes	in	socialism".	He	says	that	even	today	
she	s_ll	has	a	subscrip_on	to	the	former	oﬃcial	party	newspaper:	"Sie	ist	heute	noch	






her	 is	 pointless,	 as	 they	always	end	up	arguing.	When	 I	 asked	him	how	he	would	






To	 me,	 this	 con_nua_on	 of	 a	 rela_onship	 even	 in	 the	 face	 of	 the	 most	 severe	
betrayal	is	par_cularly	striking.	In	East	Germany	and	many	other	post-socialist	states	




Speaking	 to	 Herr	 K.,	 I	 got	 the	 impression	 that	 trust	 and	 distrust	 s_ll	 play	 a	 very	
signiﬁcant	role	in	his	life.	He	s_ll	seems	to	suﬀer	under	the	burden	of	his	inability	to	
trust	friends	and	family,	feeling	uncertain	of	who	is	"really	on	his	side".	Even	in	our	
interac_ons,	 I	 could	 sense	 cau_on	 (e.g.,	 in	 phone	 calls	 and	 emails	 he	 did	 not	
men_on	his	name)	and	he	told	me	that	he	had	never	given	an	interview	before	and	
was	unsure	whether	he	would	do	it	again.	The	interview	was	very	emo_onal,	and	he	












and	 silencing	 surfaces	 in	many	 situa_ons,	 one	example	 is	 the	 fact	 that	many	 East	




	I	 conducted	 this	 interview	 in	 a	 small	 central	 German	 town.	 Frau	 L.	 was	 a	 close	
friend	of	the	family	that	I	was	staying	with.	She	was	an	elegant,	well-kept	woman	in	
her	 mid-for_es.	 At	 ﬁrst,	 she	 studied	 me	 carefully	 and	 le`	 me	 with	 a	 reserved	
impression.	Our	host	had	prepared	coﬀee	and	water	on	 the	dining	room	table,	 so	




how	 I	 came	up	with	 the	 research	ques_on,	 and	where	exactly	 I	 am	 from	 (East	 or	
West).	 I	 felt	 a	 bit	 like	 she	 was	 tes_ng	 me,	 even	 trying	 to	 understand	 my	 true	







indeed,	made	 their	way	 towards	 the	Hungarian	border.	 In	 reality,	her	parents	had	
obtained	 fake	 passports	 from	 an	 organisa_on	 based	 in	 West	 Germany,	 which	
claimed	to	help	GDR	ci_zens	to	get	out	of	the	country.	They	made	a	lot	of	money	by	
selling	 fake	papers	 to	 those	who	were	desperate	 to	escape.	Yet,	 shockingly,	at	 the	
same	_me	they	actually	received	money	from	the	Stasi,	as	they	would	expose	their	





these	 exposed	 East	 Germans	 who	 had	 been	 imprisoned	 by	 the	 Stasi	 for	





were	 imprisoned.	 The	 children	 were	 to	 live	 with	 their	 grandparents.	 The	 en_re	




to	 their	 parents,	 only	 later	were	 they	 allowed	 to	write	one	 lejer	 a	month,	which	
was	 read	 and	 censored	 by	 the	 authori_es.	 	 Life	with	 their	 grandparents	was	 very	
strict,	as	they	were	devoted	socialists	and	party	members.	
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Luckily,	 due	 to	 an	 oﬃcial	 state	 amnesty	 on	 a	 na_onal	 celebra_on,	 her	 parents'	
prison	 sentences	 was	 shortened	 from	 3.5	 years	 to	 1.5	 years.	 When	 they	 were	
eventually	 released	 from	 prison,	 they	 were	 reunited	 with	 their	 children.	 Her	
experience	with	those	surrounding	her	during	her	parent's	imprisonment	and	a`er	




the	 town.	He	was	 afraid	 that	 the	 reputa_on	 could	harm	his	 career,	 and	upon	 the	
couple's	release	from	prison	limited	contact	with	them,	especially	since	his	son	had	
applied	 for	 emigra_on.	 Frau	 L.	 described	 that,	 especially	 amongst	 their	 rela_ves,	




to	 further	 repression	 by	 the	 secret	 police.	 Many	 people	 turned	 away,	 stopped	
speaking	 to	 them,	 and	 they	 eventually	 lost	 touch.	 This	 feeling	 of	 rejec_on	was	 a	
prominent	one	during	this	period	of	her	childhood.		
It	 is	remarkable,	that	 in	spite	of	Frau	L.'s	trauma_c	account	of	severe	betrayal	and	
injus_ce,	 she	made	 a	 point	 to	 embrace	 the	 posi_ve	 gains	 she	 received	 from	 the	
experience,	 especially	 in	 regard	 to	 certain	 rela_onships.	 Although	 she	 had	






the	 small	 town	 where	 she	 lived,	 everyone	 knew	 what	 had	 happened.	 People	
pointed	at	her	on	 the	street	and	spoke	behind	her	back.	But	 this	par_cular	 friend	
stood	by	her	no	majer	what	everyone	said.	Although	she	was	only	a	lijle	girl	at	the	
_me,	 she	 showed	great	 strength	of	 character	 in	 this	 situa_on.	On	 the	ﬁrst	 day	of	





"Well,	 the	Sme	when	 they	were	 in	prison	was	very	uncomfortable	because	people	
showed	 (how	 they	 felt).	 Just	 imagine	 that	 in	 this	 society,	many	 people	 were	 very	
poliScally	 loyal…they	 then	 looked	 at	 my	 family	 and	 to	 them	 we	 were	 pracScally	











character.	 Some	 people	 just	 make	 a	 decision	 and	 are	 consistent	 in	 the	 way	 they	




“Everyone	has	 to	come	to	terms	with	their	own	behaviour.	 It	 is	a	mader	of	
personality.	There	were	those,	 like	my	friend,	who	said	 ‘You	were	my	friend	
and	you	will	stay	my	friend,	nothing	will	change’.	She	conSnued	living	her	life	









Eventually,	 a`er	 the	 applica_on	 period	 (to	 emigrate)	 passed,	 she	 and	 her	 family	
were	ﬁnally	granted	permission	to	leave	the	GDR,	which	came	as	a	great	relief.	S_ll	
to	this	day,	she	has	intensely	nega_ve	feelings	towards	the	GDR	and	East	Germans.	




First,	 in	 the	way	 she	 sees	 the	 East	 and	 the	way	 its	 history	 is	 dealt	with	 in	 public	
discourse.	 She	 feels	 that	 there	 has	 been	 no	 real	 eﬀort	 to	 engage	 with	 the	 past.	

































the	 Socialist	 Unity	 Party	 (SED)	 for	 four	 decades.	 The	GDR's	 living	 condi_ons	were	
rela_vely	 good	 compared	 to	most	other	 socialist	 states	of	 the	_me.	Nevertheless,	
life	in	the	small	country	was	characterised	by	oppression,	shortages,	and	social	and	
environmental	 problems	 (Baer	 1992;	 1995).	 The	 state's	 leadership	 severely	
mistrusted	its	popula_on	and	as	a	result	built	a	massive	security	apparatus,	aiming	
to	take	control	over	all	areas	of	life.	
The	 socialist	 ideology	 of	 the	 produc_ve	 Arbeiter	 und	 Bauernstaat	 (Worker’s	 and	
Farmer’s	state)	was	enforced	through	strict	employment	and	family	poli_cs.	Socialist	
propaganda	 was	 widely	 distributed:	 in	 the	 workplace,	 on	 television	 and	 radio,	
newspapers,	 schools	 and	 universi_es.	 The	 state	 inﬁltrated	 and	 interconnected	 all	
areas	 of	 life	 by,	 for	 instance,	 linking	 companies	 (Betrieb)	 with	 schools	 and	
kindergartens	 and	 sending	 all	 children	 to	 the	 same	 summer	 camp.	 Similarly,	 co-
workers	would	spend	their	summer	vaca_ons	together	at	designated	holiday	homes	
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(FDGB/	 VEB	 Ferienheime).	 By	 merging	 work	 and	 private	 life,	 the	 state	 exercised	




systema_c	 approach.	 Indeed,	 the	 state	 followed	 the	 concept	 of	 the	 “Scien_ﬁc	
Socialist”,	a	uniquely	systema_c,	scien_ﬁc	approach	to	crea_ng	a	socialist	economy	
but	 also	 the	 poli_cal	 police	 system.	 For	 instance,	 “in	 the	 Stasi	 regula_ons	 on	 the	
IMs,	 the	 words	 that	 recur	 (such	 as	 planned,	 concrete,	 raSonal,	 quality	 control,	
precisely	directed,	eﬀecSve	conspiraSonal)	have	a	dis_nctly	 social	 scien_ﬁc	 ring	 to	
them.	 The	 inten_on	 of	 the	 Stasi	 seems	 to	 have	 been	 to	 create	 a	 ‘scien_ﬁc’	 and	





























hos_le	 and	 aggressive	 control	methods.	 But,	 as	 _me	went	 by,	 the	 SED	 leadership	
made	 a	 conscious	 eﬀort	 to	 improve	 its	 reputa_on	 and	 gain	 interna_onal	
acknowledgement.	 It	 was	 decided	 that	 the	 Stasi's	 techniques	 needed	 to	 become	


























































































































































examples,	 this	 control	 became	 normalised	 over	 the	 40	 years	 of	 the	 country's	
existence.	 Addi_onally,	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 individuals	 experienced	 state	 power	
varied	 signiﬁcantly.	 This	 diversity	 paints	 a	 complex	 picture	 of	 East	 Germans'	
psychosocial	 reali_es,	 not	 only	 regarding	 the	 percep_on	 of	 surveillance	 then,	 but	
also	 of	 the	 way	 the	 state	 is	 seen	 retrospec_vely.	 It	 makes	 East	 Germany	 an	
incredibly	 exci_ng	 region	 of	 study	 because	 its	 social	 history	 embodies	 the	
complexity	 and	 contradic_ons	 of	 human	 interac_ons,	 rarely	 seen	 elsewhere.	 This	
study	reveals	the	human	capacity	for	betrayal	as	well	as	for	forgiveness—hope	and	
despera_on	 along	with	 indiﬀerence	 and	 the	 suppression	of	 reali_es,	 feelings,	 and	
memories.	
Many	believed	the	Stasi	to	be	a	necessary	evil,	to	make	the	socialist	cause	possible.	















dazu	 eingesetzt,	 um	 mit	 Hilfe	 der	 Staatssicherheit	 diese	
EmbargobesSmmungen	zu	durchbrechen.	Weil	sie	waren	einfach	anmaßend,	
ungerecht,	...nur	um	uns	von	der	Weltentwicklung	abzukoppeln."	(Frau	J.)		
To	her,	 the	Staatssicherheit8	was	 a	necessary	 ins_tu_on	 in	 the	 state's	 ambi_on	 to	
achieve	 the	 socialist	 ideal.	 For	 others,	 the	 secret	 police	 and	 par_cularly	 its	
collaborators	 were	 a	 normal	 part	 of	 everyday	 life,	 especially	 within	 professional	
seangs	 (Betriebe).	 I	 was	 repeatedly	 told	 about	 workplaces	 where	 several	 people	





basis	 and	 checked	 whether	 they	 were	 abiding	 by	 the	 rules.	 She	 did	 not	 see	 this	
nega_vely.	Overall,	she	was	rather	indiﬀerent	towards	surveillance.	Surveillance	was	
such	 an	 integral	 part	 of	 everyday	 life	 that	 it	 even	 became	 widely	 accepted.	 Like	
many	others,	 Frau	 F.	 knew	 stories	 of	 acquaintances	 of	whom	 she	did	 not	 suspect	











that	 was	 rarely	 discussed	 openly.	 The	 nature	 of	 spying	 inevitably	 involves	 an	
element	 of	 secrecy,	 silence	 and	 silencing.	 Frau	 F.	 recalled	 an	 occasion	where	 she	
herself	was	pursued	as	a	possible	undercover	 informant.	Despite	 the	 fact	 that	she	




agreement	about	his	 arrest	and	 imprisonment,	 so	he	never	 spoke	of	 it	 again.	 The	













on	 to	 explain	 in	 great	 detail	 about	 gi`s	 that	 the	 Stasi	 gave	 out	 for	 providing	
informa_on.	 Such	 presents	 could,	 for	 instance,	 be	 nylon	 stockings	 (Dederon	
Strump~osen),	which	were	notoriously	diﬃcult	to	get	hold	of	in	the	GDR.	Of	course,	
she	claimed	that	she	never	received	any	such	gi`s.	The	act	of	repor_ng,	in	this	case,	
is	 interpreted	 rather	 opportunis_cally	 as	 a	 means	 to	 an	 end,	 namely	 receiving	
goods,	services	or	personal	advantages.	It	was	not	done	out	of	the	convic_on	of	the	
socialist	cause.	She	blanked	out	the	reality	of	what	surveillance	meant.	
It	 can	be	said	 that	 in	 the	advancing	process	of	 the	normalisa_on	of	control	 in	 the	
GDR,	 feelings	 about	 Stasi	 spying	 were	mixed	 among	 the	 popula_on.	While	 some	
viewed	 the	 Stasi	 as	 a	 necessary	 tool	 for	 the	 provision	 of	 state	 security	 and	 the	
advancement	 of	 the	 socialist	 cause	 and	 certain	 people	 enjoyed	 the	 perks	 they	
received	by	providing	the	occasional	report,	there	were	also	numerous	nega_ve	and	
highly	trauma_c	accounts.		
The	most	 severe	cases	are	 to	be	 found	amongst	 individuals	 (or	groups)	who	were	
ac_vely	 repressed	 and	 surveilled	 (OperaSver	 Vorgang	 and	 Zersetzung)	 and	
imprisoned.	Through	the	systema_c	use	of	 sophis_cated	psychological	 techniques,	
vic_ms	were	frightened	and	in_midated,	with	the	aim	to	destabilise	their	sense	of	
self.	 This	 was,	 for	 instance,	 achieved	 through	 constant	 monitoring,	 spreading	 of	
rumours	 and	 breaking	 apart	 of	 rela_onships.	Most	 signiﬁcantly,	 those	 exposed	 to	
the	 repressive	 techniques	 were	made	 extremely	 distrusul	 of	 their	 environment.	
Stefan	 Trobisch-Lütge,	 a	 Berlin-based	 psychiatrist	 who	 has	 been	 working	 with	





he	 shows	 how	 vic_ms'	 emo_onal	 scars	 are	 reproduced	 in	 a	 number	 of	 ways,	
crea_ng	complex	trauma	which	con_nues	to	impact	lives	severely.		
Indeed,	conversa_ons	with	some	of	my	interlocutors	revealed	the	con_nuing	impact	




increasingly	 fearful	 and	 paranoid.	 He	 knew	 that	 someone	 must	 have	 denounced	
him,	but	since	he	had	no	idea	who	it	could	be,	he	distanced	himself	from	everyone	
he	knew	including	family	and	friends.	For	him,	it	was	impossible	to	trust	anyone.	He	


















the	 organisers	 so	 that	 an	 invitaSon	 was	 not	 sent.	 If	 you’re	 nevertheless	

















aufzunehmen,	 aber	nachdem	keine	ReakSon	 kam,	nahmen	wir	 an,	 dass	du	
sicher	deine	Gründe	hadest..."		
And	another	lejer	from	a	woman	whom	he	had	helped	to	escape:	"Dear…,	I	
would	 like	 to	 thank	 you	 for	 your	 Christmas	 greeSng,	 I	 was	 very	 happy	 to	
receive	 it.	Did	you	know	that	we	were	looking	for	you	and	your	address	for	
years?	Apparently,	no	one	knew	where	you	were.	 I	have	always	wanted	 to	
tell	 you	 how	 grateful	 and	 happy	 I	 am,	 that	 you	 enabled	me	 to	 get	 to	 the	
West.	With	horror,	I	imagine	how	my	life	in	the	GDR	could	have	ended.	The	
gain	of	personal	freedom	in	a	democracy	...	"	
"Lieber…,	 ich	 bedanke	 mich	 ganz	 herzlich	 für	 deinen	 Weihnachtsgruß,	 ich	
habe	mich	sehr	gefreut	darüber.	Weißt	du	eigentlich,	dass	wir	dich	bzw.	deine	
Adresse	 jahrelang	 gesucht	 haben?	 Angeblich	 wusste	 niemand	 etwas	 über	
deinen	Verbleib.	 Ich	wollte	 dir	 immer	 sagen,	wie	 dankbar	 und	glücklich	 ich	
bin,	durch	dich	in	den	Westen	gelangt	zu	sein.	Mit	Grausen	denke	ich	daran,	
wie	 mein	 Leben	 in	 der	 DDR	 sicherlich	 geendet	 häde.	 Der	 Gewinn	 der	
persönlichen	Freiheit	in	einer	DemokraSe..."	
These	 lejers	 exemplify	 the	 great	 destruc_on	 that	 the	 Stasi's	 repressive	 methods	
had;	 tearing	 apart	 friendships	 and	 families.	 Surveillance	 did	 not	 just	 target	 one	
person,	 but	 quite	 o`en	 networks	 of	 people.	 This	 meant	 that	 especially	 family	
members	 suﬀered	 in	 the	a`ermath,	 some_mes	even	 intergenera_onally.	 	As	 I	will	
explore	 in	 greater	detail	 in	 the	 following	 chapters,	 the	 regime's	 legacy	 is	 certainly	
one	of	genera_ng	widespread	social	distrust.	
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	Frau	 L.'s	 account	 (Ethnographic	 Case	 Study	 3)	 of	 her	 trauma_c	 childhood	
experience	 exempliﬁes	 how	 she	 learned	 to	 hate	 the	 Stasi	 and	 the	 state	 she	 was	
living	in	at	a	young	age.	Her	parents'	ajempted	to	escape,	and	imprisonment	meant	
that	the	state	separated	her	family	and	placed	heavy	restric_ons	on	her	life,	even	as	
a	 young	 child.	 At	 the	 _me	 she	 could	 barely	 understand	 what	 had	 happened.	
Naturally,	she	did	not	see	her	parents	as	criminals.	A`er	all,	her	father	was	a	doctor;	
she	knew	that	he	was	helping	people.	He	simply	wanted	to	live	in	a	just	state.	The	




She	 says	 that	 these	 experiences	 impacted	 her	 percep_on	 of	 the	 state	 and	 the	
people	who	embodied	it	signiﬁcantly.				




live	 in	 a	 just	 state.	 And	 so,	 we	were	 certainly	 criScal	 of	 the	 state	 and	 the	
people	who	embodied	it…"	
"Als	 meine	 Eltern	 aus	 der	 Har	 freikamen,	 hab'	 ich	 mir	 da	 schon	 mehr	
Gedanken	 gemacht.	 In	 dem	 Moment	 war	 der	 Staat	 ja	 mein	 persönlicher	
Feind,	er	hade	ja	meine	Eltern	verharet....	Wie	sollte	ich	das	mit	zwölf	Jahren	
verstehen?	Mein	Vater	war	Arzt,	der	hat	anderen	geholfen	und	niemanden	
umgebracht.	 Er	 wollte	 in	 einem	 gerechten	 Staat	 leben,	 und	 da	 haben	 wir	
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schon	 den	 Staat	 und	 die	 Menschen,	 die	 ihn	 verkörpert	 haben,	 kriSsch	
gesehen...(Frau	L.)	
Percep_ons	of	spying	varied	temporally	too.	What	was	once	seen	as	a	ﬁght	for	the	
advancement	 of	 the	 socialist	 state,	 could,	 upon	 reﬂec_on,	 be	 interpreted	 en_rely	
diﬀerently.	Not	only	did	the	system	of	control	get	more	intrusive	over	the	years,	but	
the	 reali_es	of	 life	under	 socialist	 rule	 also	 came	 to	 light	 (i.e.	 shortages,	 injus_ce,	
repression).	One	 informant	 (Frau	M.)	who	was	 an	 undercover	 spy	 for	many	 years	
(spying	on	close	family,	friends	and	even	her	husband)	lived	through	such	a	radical	
transforma_on.	 It	 led	her	 to	 confess	 the	 truth	 about	 the	double	 life	 that	 she	was	
leading,	to	everyone	she	knew.		
When	 she	 confessed	 that	 she	had	 spied	on	her	 husband,	 he	was	devastated.	 She	
told	me,	
"He	 was	 very	 shocked.	 He	 didn't	 talk	 to	 me	 for	 months.	 He	 never	 really	
forgave	me.	We	had	already	parted,	but	we	sSll	had	two	children."	All	these	
years	he	had	not	 suspected	anything.	 So	 I	 asked,	 "But	he	didn't	 know	 that	
you	worked	for	 the	Stasi	at	any	point?”	She	replied,	“He	knew	that	 I	was	a	
very	 convinced	 communist	 and	 he	 tried	 to	 show	me	 GDR	 realiSes,	 but	 he	











"20	 years	 experiencing	 the	 autocracy	 of	 the	 GDR,	 of	 the	 repression,	 of	
realising	 in	1984,...	 I	had	come	to	the	GDR	in	1963,	that	people	were	being	
put	in	jail	for	saying	their	opinions,	telling	jokes	or	whatever	and	that	there	









point	 approached	 by	 the	 Stasi	 and	 informed	 on	 friends	 and	 family.	 This	 in	 itself	
could	pose	a	great	moral	dilemma.	What	was	the	"right	 thing	to	do"?	Was	one	to	
serve	the	state	(and	apparently	the	greater	good)	or	was	it	bejer	to	avoid	betrayal	





















was	 seen	 when	 individuals	 applied	 for	 emigra_on	 (submission	 of	 an	
"Ausreiseantrag").	 A	 57-year-old	 woman	 told	 me	 that,	 upon	 handing	 in	 her	







show	 that	 they	 had	no	poli_cal	mo_va_ons	whatsoever.	 In	 a	 long	 process	 of	 two	
and	 a	 half	 years,	 the	 Stasi	 con_nuously	 probed	 their	 true	 incen_ves	 and	 during	
ques_onings,	 posed	 various	 trick	 ques_ons.	 Addi_onally,	 the	 Stasi	 employed	 a	
variety	 of	 techniques	 to	make	 those	 trying	 to	 leave,	 feel	 insecure	 and	 discourage	
them	from	their	decision.	The	agents	le`	no	op_on	untouched,	even	ajemp_ng	to	
destabilise	the	couple's	rela_onship.	She	recalled	that	they	would,	for	instance,	ask	
her	husband	"Do	you	 really	 think	 your	wife	 is	always	 faithful?	 Is	 she	 trustworthy?	
Would	 you	 really	 want	 to	 go	 to	 the	 West	 with	 her?".	 Over	 the	 course	 of	 this	
applica_on	period,	 the	ministry	 tried	everything	 to	 convince	 the	 couple	 to	 stay	 in	
the	GDR.	They	in_midated	them	with	severe	threats,	yet	again	ins_lling	a	sense	that	
Stasi	 informers	were	ubiquitous,	 that	 "nowhere	was	 safe".	 The	oﬃcials	 told	 them	
that	 they	 "had	 people	 everywhere",	 even	 in	 the	West.	 They	 threatened	 them	 by	
claiming	that	people	could	track	them	down	anywhere,	even	in	hospitals.	They	even	
said	 things	 such	 as	 "SomeSmes	 people	 could	 just	 get	 run	 over..."	 	 Un_l	 the	
applica_on	was	approved,	their	family	home	was	also	under	close	observa_on	and	
bugged,	so	they	avoided	having	any	meaningful	conversa_on	in	the	house.	Instead,	









"We	 never	 viewed	 our	 ﬁles,	 because	 we	 thought	 there	 was	 nothing	 to	 be	
gained	from	ﬁnding	out	who,…	for	example	our	neighbours…of	course,	they	
were	quesSoned	too.	We	said,	we	don't	want	to	see	the	ﬁles,	it's	over."	
















































































The	 decision-making	 process	 to	 ask	
to	 view	 one's	 ﬁles	 at	 the	 Stasi	
archive	 is	 o`en	 a	 conten_ous	 and	
arduous	one.	What	 is	at	stake	when	
you	 see	 your	 ﬁle?	 For	 some,	 there	
may	 be	 no	 records	 to	 be	 found	 or	


























As	 men_oned	 previously,	 the	 possible	 revela_ons	 and	 repercussions	 of	 reports	
could	 range	 from	minimal	 to	 devasta_ng.	 Frau	 M.	 had	 spied	 on	 her	 friends	 and	
family,	yet	upon	viewing	her	own	ﬁle,	she	was	surprised	to	ﬁnd	that	she	had	been	
under	 observa_on	 herself.	 It	 had	 been	 a	 close	 friend,	 who	 had	 embarked	 on	 a	
similar	quest	to	the	GDR	as	her,	in	the	hope	of	ﬁnding	an	ideal	society	and	was	later	
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disappointed	with	 the	 reali_es	 of	 the	 state	 and	 commijed	 suicide.	When	 I	 asked	
whether	she	viewed	her	Stasi	ﬁle,	right	a`er	the	wall	came	down,	she	replied:	"No,	
...in	the	90's	I	think	it	was.	Not	immediately."		I	then	asked	whether	she	found	that	
any	of	 her	 friends	had	 spied	on	her,	 she	 told	me	 "Only	 one	person...	 that	 he	 had	
spied	on	me...	it	shocked	me."	She	went	on	saying,	”…	he	later	commided	suicide.	He	
was	 one	 of	 the	Dunera	 boys	who	 came	back	 from	Australia	 and	 realized	 by	 1980	
that	this	GDR	was	not	what	he	had	though	for	all	his	life."	(Frau	M.)		
A	man	 from	a	 town	 in	Saxony,	who	had	been	 imprisoned	as	a	"poli_cal	dissident"	
and	was	later	‘bought	out’	by	the	FRG,	also	applied	to	view	his	ﬁles	a`er	the	Wende.	
He,	on	the	other	hand,	said	that	the	revela_ons	did	not	surprise	him	much.	 In	the	










at	 once.	 As	 I	 men_oned	 previously,	 if	 denunciatory	 suspicions	 arose,	 it	 could	
nega_vely	impact	networks	of	people,	fostering	distrust	and	paranoia.		
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None	 of	 them	 had	 had	 any	 idea,	 and	 the	 revela_on	 came	 as	 a	 great	 shock.	 The	
sense	 of	 betrayal	 was	 worsened	 by	 the	 realisa_on	 that	 his	 ac_vi_es	 had	 directly	
impacted	 her	 educa_on	 and	 career	 opportuni_es	 in	 a	 nega_ve	 way.	 She	 was	 a	
member	of	 the	 Junge	Gemeinde	 (Church	youth	organisa_on)	and	 therefore	not	 in	
line	with	the	state	doctrine.	She	found	that	he	had	been	signiﬁcant	in	the	decision-
making	 of	 not	 allowing	 her	 to	 proceed	 to	 the	 Oberschule	 (secondary	 school)	 or	
higher	educa_on.	It	was	her	dream	to	become	a	doctor,	and	she	worked	extremely	
hard	to	ﬁnd	a	way	to	achieve	this,	volunteering	for	many	hours	at	her	local	hospital	








the	 issue	go.	But	 for	Frau	D.	 it	 is	not	as	easy	to	come	to	terms	with	the	past.	 It	 is	
something	 that	 s_ll	 aﬀects	 her,	 remaining	 a	 ‘sore	 spot',	 as	 there	 are	 many	

















Seine	 Ehefrau,	 die	 da	 ja	wohl	mitgemacht	 hat,	 hat	 den	Kontakt	 zu	meinen	
Eltern	 ganz	 schnell	 abgebrochen.	 Ja...aus	 Schamgefühl	 oder	 was...	 Meine	

























them	 in	 such	a	 fundamental	way.	 In	 the	a`ermath	of	 the	 revela_ons,	 this	 further	
leads	the	aﬀected	people	to	ques_on	everything	that	had	happened	over	the	years.	
A	 reevalua_on	 of	 the	 past	 takes	 place.	 As	 is	 o`en	 the	 case	 in	 situa_ons	 of	 great	
disappointment	and	betrayal,	moments	are	relived,	conversa_ons	are	played	out	in	
the	 mind	 and	 interac_ons	 are	 weighed.	 But	 how	 should	 one	 react	 in	 such	 a	




In	 the	 drama_c	 case	 of	 Herr	 K.	 (see	 chapter	 3),	 upon	 viewing	 his	 Stasi	 ﬁles	 he	
suﬀered	immensely.	He	told	me	that	for	many	years	he	did	not	engage	with	his	past,	
he	 had	 tried	 to	move	 forward	 and	was	 busy	 with	 his	 work	 and	 family.	When	 he	
ﬁnally	decided	to	visit	the	Stasi	archive	he	was	faced	with	a	devasta_ng	revela_on	
that	his	 sister	 (and	 later	on	his	niece	 too)	had	systema_cally	 reported	on	him.	As,	
outlined	 previously,	 she	 had	 been	 the	 driving	 force	 in	 his	 being	 found	 out	 and	
persecuted	by	the	Stasi.	He	was	astonished	when	he	read	about	his	sister's	betrayal:		
"When	 I	 read	 that,	 I	 collapsed	 ...	 I	 had	 to	 get	 out	 of	 there;	 I	 did	 not	 say	
anything.	 I	 then	called	 fourteen	days	 later	again	and	said	 that	 they	 should	
send	me	something	again	...	they	did.	And	only,	let's	say	around	three	years	
later,	 did	 I	 apply	 again	 to	 view	 the	 same	 ﬁles.	 By	 then	 they	 had	 changed.	
Some	 things	were	added,	 some	were	 removed.	 I	 don't	 know	why.	 It's	 their	
own	system.	"	(Herr	K.)	
"Als	 ich	 das	 gelesen	 hab’,	 bin	 ich	 zusammengeklappt...ich	musste	 dann	 da	
raus.	Ich	hab	auch	nichts	gesagt.	Ich	hab,	dann	vierzehn	Tage	später	nochmal	
angerufen	 und	 hab	 gesagt,	 die	 sollen	mir	 doch	 noch	mal	was	 zuschicken...	
Das	haben	sie	dann	auch	gemacht,	und	erst,	sagen	wir	mal,	drei	Jahre	später	
habe	 ich	 dann	 noch	 mal	 einen	 Antrag	 gestellt	 und	 noch	 mal	 die	 gleichen	





the	 ﬁles	 had	 changed.	 He	 found	 it	 puzzling	 that	 they	 just	 removed	 and	 changed	
certain	 things.	But	as	 I	 discovered	when	 I	 spoke	 to	employees	at	 the	BStU,	 this	 is	








GDR	 ci_zens,	 as	 well	 as	 con_nually	 recrui_ng	 new	 informants	 in	 the	 process.	
Occasionally	 they	 were	 not	 even	 aware	 that	 they	 were	 being	 used.	 Rosenberg	
suggests	 that	 "perhaps	 this	was	 the	 idea:	East	Germany	would	be	 safe	only	when	
every	 East	German	was	 Stasi,	 a	 chain	of	 people	each	 informing	on	 the	others,	 16	
million	long"	(Rosenberg	1995,	p.302).		
In	 the	 book	Stasi	 Kinder,	Hoﬀmann	 (2012)	 examines	 in-depth	 the	way	 children	 of	
Stasi	 oﬃcials	 perceived	 the	 all-encompassing	 control,	 which	 their	 families	 had	 to	
endure.	As	I	explained	in	Chapter	2,	the	social	pressure	exerted	by	the	community	of	




way	 in	 which	 "social	 pressure	 was	 created	 from	 within"	 in	 other	 oﬃcial	 state	
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posi_ons.	 Here,	 she	 explores	 how	 border	 guards	 were	 pressured	 to	 follow	 the	
orders	to	shoot	at	escapees.	She	explains	that	guards	felt	that	there	was	no	"choice"	
of	 whether	 to	 shoot	 or	 not.	 The	 repercussions	 of	 leang	 someone	 escape	 would	
have	been	immense,	not	only	for	one	person	but	indeed,	for	the	en_re	regiment.	It	






















































Before	 I	 le`	 for	 my	 ﬁeldwork,	 the	 topic	 of	 surveillance,	 in	 general,	 was	 rarely	
addressed	 in	 the	 media	 or	 public	 debate.	 Yes,	 there	 had	 been	 some	 discussions	
about	 the	 reten_on	 of	 ci_zens'	 data	 by	 telecommunica_ons	 companies,	 but	 ever	
since	 the	 end	 of	 the	 Cold	 War,	 spying	 and	 surveillance	 was	 le`	 for	 the	 plots	
Hollywood	movies	and	TV	shows	(E.g.	Bond,	Homeland,	24,	Bourne	trilogy).	 It	was	
not	 un_l	 a	 few	months	 into	my	 prepara_ons	 to	 enter	 the	 ﬁeld	 in	 the	 summer	 of	
2013;	 that	 Edward	 Snowden	 revealed	 to	 the	 world	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 the	 US	
government	had	been	spying,	not	only	on	foreign	ci_zens	and	poli_cians	but	their	
own	people.	 It	was	 as	 though	 someone	 had	 opened	 a	 can	 of	worms	 and	 all	 of	 a	
sudden	 the	 topic	 of	 surveillance	 received	massive	media	 ajen_on	 and	 became	 a	
much-debated	 issue	 in	 everyday	 conversa_on.	 Many	 ques_ons	 remain:	 Is	 it	
jus_ﬁed?	 Is	 this	 protec_ng	 us	 from	 terrorists?	 What	 does	 this	 surveillance	 even	
entail;	if	it's	not	no_ceable,	why	does	it	majer?	














us	 back	 then,	 of	 course,	 they're	 sSll	 spying	 on	 us	 now;	 I'm	 not	 surprised".	 I	 was	
intrigued	 by	 the	 way	 in	 which	 Germans	 dealt	 with	 the	 issue	 of	 contemporary	
surveillance.	 I	 wondered	 how	my	 informants	would	 react,	 these	 people	who	 had	
experienced	the	most	trauma_sing	moments	in	their	lives	due	to	state	surveillance.	
Would	it	make	a	diﬀerence	to	them	or	would	they	consider	this	type	of	monitoring	
to	 be	 harmless?	 I	 also	 wondered	what	 the	 younger	 genera_on	would	 think.	 This	
genera_on	 is	 so	 accustomed	 to	 sharing	 large	 amounts	 of	 personal	 informa_on	




















as	 culturally	 rela_ve.	 Its	 meaning	 varies	 across	 _me	 and	 genera_ons.	
Anthropologists,	 psychologists,	 and	 sociologists	 have	 analysed	 this	 concept	 in-
depth,	while	examining	it	in	the	context	of	related	no_ons	such	as	culture,	iden_ty	
and	 sense	of	 self.	 The	 topic	has	also	been	 studied	by	philosophers,	biologists	 and	
most	recently	in	the	ﬁeld	of	surveillance	studies.	The	study	of	privacy	is	problema_c	
as	 its	 theore_cal	 and	 philosophical	 roots	 lie	 in	 a	 western-centric	 liberal	
individualism,	 addressing	 no_ons	 of	 the	 self	 in	 rela_on	 to	 the	 state.	 Deﬁning	 the	
concept	 as:	 "Privacy.	 .	 .	 is	 about	 the	 protec_on	 of	 the	 self,	 from	 the	 state,	 from	
organisa_ons	 and	 other	 individuals.	 Privacy,	 therefore,	 tends	 to	 reinforce	








"Because	 privacy	 involves	 protec_ng	 against	 a	 plurality	 of	 diﬀerent	 harms	 or	
problems,	 the	 value	 of	 privacy	 is	 diﬀerent	 depending	 upon,	 which	 par_cular	
problem	or	harm	is	being	protected.	Not	all	privacy	problems	are	equal;	some	are	
more	 harmful	 than	 others.	 Therefore,	 we	 cannot	 ascribe	 an	 abstract	 value	 to	
privacy.	 Its	worth	will	 diﬀer	 substan_ally	 depending	 upon	 the	 kind	 of	 problem	or	
harm	 we	 are	 safeguarding	 against.	 Thus,	 to	 understand	 privacy,	 we	 must	
conceptualise	 it	 and	 its	 value	 more	 pluralis_cally.	 Privacy	 is	 a	 set	 of	 protec_ons	





Freud	 and	 Sartre.	 Consequently,	 he	 addresses	 the	 contemporary	 deteriora_on	 of	
the	private	sphere,	defending	our	human	need	for	privacy,	claiming	that,	along	with	
shame,	it	is	a	protec_ve	mechanism	of	the	self.		
There	 have	 been	 numerous	 sociological	 compila_ons	 of	 the	 study	 of	 privacy.		
Nippert-Eng'	 s	 edited	 volume	 for	 example,	 focuses	 on	 ethnographic	 accounts	 of	
"Islands	 of	 privacy",	 illustra_ng	 how	 people	 of	 all	 ages	 maintain	 small	 niches	 of	
privacy	 in	 their	 everyday	 lives,	 what	 they	 choose	 to	 share	with	 others,	 and	what	
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they	prefer	to	keep	to	themselves.	To	me,	this	idea	of	pockets	of	privacy	very	much	
resonates	with	my	own	research,	 in	 that	 it	 is	 these	small	details	of	day-to-day	 life	
that	gave	people	the	ability	to	disappear	from	the	prying	eyes	of	others.	Plänkers	et	
al.	 (2005)	have	also	asserted	 the	 importance	of	 “niche	 cultures”	 in	GDR	 socie_es,	











Many	 inves_ga_ons	 of	 privacy	 in	 Eastern	 Germany	 come	 from	 the	 ﬁeld	 of	 social	
history.	As	I	men_oned	earlier,	Paul	Bejs's	(2010)	edi_on	Within	Walls:	Private	Life	
in	 the	 German	DemocraSc	 Republic	provides	 an	 excellent	 account	 of	 exactly	 how	
GDR	ci_zens	managed	to	ﬁnd	small	niches	of	privacy	in	their	everyday	lives	and	how	
they	managed	 to	maintain	 them	 in	 the	 face	of	 the	oppressive	 state.	He	 contends	
that	 privacy	 was	 of	 par_cularly	 high	 value,	 enabling	 a	 “cherished	 locus	 of	





of	 people's	 private	 lives.	 Indeed,	 within	 Anthropology	 the	 study	 of	 privacy	 is	
some_mes	 regarded	 with	 scep_cism	 as	 it	 is	 considered	 a	 Western	 concept.	




many	 to	 men_on	 here.	 Instead,	 I	 will	 explore	 in	 greater	 detail	 two	 ethnographic	
accounts	that	illustrate	our	innate	need	for	privacy.	These	ethnographies	allow	us	to	
understand	privacy	as	it	is	experienced	within	two	very	diﬀerent	cultural	contexts.	
Yan	 Yunxiang	 conducted	 ethnographic	 ﬁeldwork	 in	 a	 village	 in	 northeast	 China	
during	the	Communist	era,	examining	privacy	and	family	life	as	it	transformed	a`er	
the	 Maoist	 revolu_on.	 Yunxiang	 pays	 par_cular	 ajen_on	 to	 no_ons	 of	 emo_on,	




unfamiliar	 with	 the	 trendy	 term	 yinsi,	 which	 is	 the	 Chinese	 transla_on	 of	 the	
Western	no_on	of	privacy	 (...)	villagers	o`en	gave	 fangbian	 (convenience)	as	 their	
reason	for	house	remodelling,	and	some	used	the	word	freedon	(ziyou)	to	describe	





In	 rela_on	 to	 the	 modernisa_on	 and	 remodelling	 of	 village	 family	 homes,	 she	
emphasises	the	no_ceable	shi`	towards	seeking	more	privacy,	both	spa_ally	and	to	
family	rela_ons,	love	and	in_macy.	She	concludes:	
"...Puang	 these	 pieces	 together,	 I	 am	 convinced	 that,	 without	 resor_ng	 to	 the	
urban	 no_on	 of	 yinsi	 (privacy),	 Xiajia	 villagers	 actually	 have	 begun	 to	 pursue	 and	
protect	their	privacy	at	both	the	family	and	individual	levels."	(Yan	2003	p.135)			
On	the	other	hand,	Thomas	Gregor	(1980)	conducted	his	ﬁeldwork	in	Central	Brazil	
with	 the	Mehinaka	 tribe.	He	examined	 the	way	 in	which	 ins_tu_onalised	 isola_on	
becomes	 a	 tool	 for	 ensuring	 some	 level	 of	 privacy	 within	 an	 environment	 where	
everyone	knows	everything	about	one	another.	He	describes	how	the	Mehinaka	are	
extremely	 visible	 and	 audible	 to	 one	 another	 in	 everyday	 life,	 leading	 to	 a	 highly	
developed	 gossip	 network	 amongst	 all	members	 of	 the	 tribe.	He	writes	 that	 "the	
Mehinaka	are	masters	of	indirect	observa_on",	as	members	of	the	tribe	are	able	to	
recognise	 one	 another's	 footprints	 in	 the	 sand	 (1980	 p.	 82).	 So	when	 people	 are	
walking	around	together,	they	inevitably	leave	a	visual	record.	Tribe	members	make	
a	habit	of	interpre_ng	these	traces.	He	writes:	"The	print	of	heels	or	bujocks	on	the	
ground	may	 be	 enough	 to	 show	 that	 a	 couple	 stopped	 and	 had	 sexual	 rela_ons	
alongside	the	path"(1980	p.83).	Audibility	within	the	village	also	poses	challenges	to	
people's	privacy,	 as	 conversa_ons	 can	easily	be	overheard.	 Some_mes	people	will	
be	wrapped	 in	 a	 hammock	 and	 eavesdrop	 into	 conversa_ons	 nearby.	 Even	 inside	
their	 homes,	 the	Mehinaka	o`en	whisper	 to	maintain	privacy	 as	 their	 neighbours	
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might	 hear	 them	 otherwise.	 Gregor	 describes	many	ways	 in	which	 the	Mehinaka	
conceal	 their	 ac_ons	 or	 hide	 from	 the	 prying	 eyes	 of	 others:	 "Opportuni_es	 for	
privacy	must	be	consciously	sought	a`er	and	manipulated	before	an	individual	can	
really	 gain	 control	 over	what	others	 know	about	him"	 (1980,	p.	 87).	He	describes	
how	 ins_tu_onalised	 seclusion	 helps	 to	 relieve	 social	 tensions	 within	 the	 village,	
especially	in	rela_on	to	gossip,	illness,	death	and	accusa_ons	of	witchcra`.	A	person	
will	 move	 into	 seclusion	 crea_ng	 not	 only	 privacy	 for	 himself,	 but	 also	 for	 those	
around	 him.	 Therefore,	 seclusion	 acts	 as	 an	 an_dote	 to	 social	 surveillance.	
"Mehinaku	seclusion	(is)	an	adap_ve	device	that	maintains	the	ﬂow	of	informa_on	
and	the	rate	of	social	engagement	within	tolerable	extremes."	(1980,	p.97)	Gregor	
concludes	 that	 excessive	 exposure	 is	 a	 stress	 factor	 that	 those	 who	 live	 in	 small	
socie_es	such	as	the	Mehinaka	must	adapt	to.	
Some	scholars	maintain	that	privacy	could	even	be	considered	an	innate,	biological	
human	 need:	 "Biologist	 Peter	 Wajs	 makes	 the	 point	 that	 a	 desire	 for	 privacy	 is	
innate:	mammals,	in	par_cular,	don't	respond	well	to	surveillance.	We	consider	it	a	
physical	 threat	 because	 animals	 in	 the	 natural	 world	 are	 surveilled	 by	 predators.	
Surveillance	 makes	 us	 feel	 like	 prey,	 just	 as	 it	 makes	 the	 surveillors	 act	 like	
predators."	(Schneier	2015,	p.126-127)	
Bruce	Schneier	writes	that	"Privacy	is	an	essen_al	human	need,	and	central	to	our	
ability	 to	 control	 how	 we	 relate	 to	 the	 world.	 Being	 stripped	 of	 privacy	 is	
fundamentally	dehumanising,	and	it	makes	no	diﬀerence	whether	the	surveillance	is	
conducted	 by	 an	 undercover	 policeman	 following	 us	 around	 or	 by	 a	 computer	
algorithm	 tracking	 our	 every	 move."	 (Schneier	 2015,	 p.7)	 He	 argues	 that	 in	 our	
modern,	digital	 age	 it	 is	 a	 common	misconcep_on	 that	privacy	 is	not	 important	 if	
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you	 have	 nothing	 to	 hide.	 To	 the	 contrary,	 he	 highlights	 that	 there	 are	 things	we	
would	rather	keep	private,	even	if	we	are	not	doing	anything	wrong.	Yes,	there	are	
things	 we	 would	 only	 tell	 certain	 people;	 however,	 nowadays	 social	 media	 blurs	
those	lines.	What	is	acceptable	to	be	shared	with	one	person	versus	another?	In	her	
ethnography	 InSmacy	 at	 Work	 (2015)	 Stefana	 Broadbent	 similarly	 looks	 at	 this	
paradox	of	modern	life	where	private	and	work	life	become	inseparable	through	the	
use	of	social	media.	For	Broadbent	privacy	is	also	considered	a	fundamental	human	
right,	 _ghtly	 intertwined	with	 concepts	 of	 personal	 dignity	 and	 respect	 as	well	 as	
the	agency.	In	many	ways,	a	loss	of	privacy,	is	not	only	an	intrusion,	even	viola_on,	
of	the	self,	but	 it	 is	also	a	 loss	of	control.	Privacy	viola_ons	can	take	many	shapes,	
and	forms	and	those	who	are	in	marginal	socio-economic	situa_ons	are	aﬀected	in	
par_cular,	including	those	in	powerful	posi_ons,	as	they	are	dependent	on	peoples'	
approvals.	 Schneier	warns	 that	 today	 "Our	 privacy	 is	 under	 assault	 from	 constant	
surveillance"	 leading	 to	dehumanisa_on,	 loss	of	dignity	and	ul_mately	challenging	
people's	wellbeing.				
Sloan	 and	 Warner	 (2016)	 inves_gate	 privacy	 from	 Georg	 Simmel's	 standpoint,	
looking	at	"privacy	in	public".	They	compare	contemporary	state	surveillance	by	the	





"Current	 surveillance	 undermines	 privacy	 in	 public	 by	 undermining	 norm-enabled	
coordina_on.	 The	 1950	 to	 1990	 East	 German	 Stasi	 illustrates	 the	 threat	 to	 self-
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realiza_on.	 The	 'hidden,	 but	 for	 every	 ci_zen	 tangible	 omnipresence	 of	 the	 Stasi,	
damaged	 the	 very	 basic	 condi_ons	 for	 individual	 and	 societal	 crea_vity	 and	
development:	Sense	of	one's	self,	Trust,	Spontaneity.'"	(Sloan	and	Warner	2016,	p.1-
2)		
Sociologist	 Sami	 Coll	 (2012)	 also	 considers	Georg	 Simmel's	 theories	 on	 secrecy	 to	
understand	 privacy	 as	 a	 protec_on	 against	 surveillance	 interven_ons.	 Simmel	
contends	that	secrecy,	and	therefore	also	privacy,	is	a	necessity	for	a	stable	society.	
As	 life	 in	 an	 environment	 of	 "full	 publicity"	 would	 be	 stressful	 and	 unbalanced	
(Simmel	1950;	Coll	2012).	An	element	of	secrecy	is,	therefore,	necessary	in	personal	
interac_ons.	
"According	 to	 Simmel,	 interac_ons	 are	 at	 the	 origin	 of	 social	 structures	 of	 power	
(Simmel	1950b;	Coser	1977).	The	social	dynamics	of	secrecy	are	not	an	excep_on.	
Rather	 than	being	 a	 social	 fact	 in	which	we	 should	protect	 an	 individual's	 privacy	
and	 liberty,	 informa_on	 (and	 its	 partner,	 secrecy)	 is	 thus	 cons_tu_ve	 of	 the	
individual	 and	 her	 social	 rela_ons.	 In	 other	 words,	 when	 a	 certain	 boundary	
between	 disclosure	 and	 concealment	 is	 repeated	 through	 certain	 types	 of	 social	
rela_ons,	 it	 becomes	 a	 structure,	 and	 then	 a	 collec_ve	 fact.	 	 As	 the	 capacity	 to	
withhold	 speciﬁc	 informa_on	 becomes	 a	 commodity	 cons_tu_ve	 of	 power	 and	
social	 stra_ﬁca_on	 (Simmel	 1950a,	 338),	 secrecy	 (which	 is,	 again,	 in	 Simmel's	
language,	privacy)	has	an	important	collec_ve	implica_on,	one	which	is	defended	by	
those	 scholars	 wishing	 to	 retain	 privacy	 as	 a	 collec_ve	 good”	 (see	 Wes_n	 2003;	
Regan	1995;	Regan	2011	cited	in	Coll	2012).		
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In	 other	 words,	 the	 concept	 of	 privacy	 is	 socially	 constructed	 and	 variable.	 This	
means	that	par_cular	social	contexts	can	be	either	advantageous	or	detrimental	to	
one's	 health.	 Therefore,	 privacy	 should	 be	 regarded	 as	 a	 "collec_ve	 fact,	 as	 a	
contextual	 integrity	and	as	an	individual	fact"	(Coll	2012).	We	can	hence	conclude,	
that	privacy	 is	 essen_al	 in	human	 interac_ons,	 and	most	 importantly,	 it	 is	 socially	


























Zuhause	wo	man	sich	behütet	 fühlt,	wo	man	beschützt	wird,	da	 ist	Alles	 in	







was	 exposed	 to	 by	 being	 unable	 to	 speak	 his	 mind	 while	 feeling	 the	 constant	
pressure	 to	 comply	 with	 the	 system.	 He	 says	 that	 surveillance	 or	 simply	 the	
possibility	 that	 someone	 was	 not	 conforming,	 would	 create	 ever	 more	 pressure.	
Indeed,	 it	was	this	extreme	pressure	to	conform	that	caused	so	much	distress.	For	
him,	 it	was	this,	and	living	 in	a	state	of	con_nuous	cogni_ve	dissonance,	having	to	






to	 conform	 and	 having	 to	 say	 something	 diﬀerent	 from	 what	 you	 are	
thinking.”	
"Überwachung	 oder	 Erkenntnisse,	 dass	 jemand	 nicht	 angepasst	 ist,	 führen	
dazu,	 dass	mehr	 Druck	 ausgeübt	 wird.	 Dieser	 Anpassungsdruck,	 der	 ist	 so	
unangenehm.	Ich	habe	das	als	ganz	schrecklich	empfunden,	dass	man	nicht	























































Socialist	 collec_ves	 in	 work,	 family	 life,	 schooling,	 sports	 and	 many	 other	 state-
organised	 ac_vi_es	 constantly	 exposed	people	 to	 the	 scru_ny	 of	 others.	One	was	
involved	 in	social	ac_vi_es	at	all	_mes.	Of	course,	this	allowed	the	state	to	spread	
propaganda,	 but	 it	 also	 allowed	 the	 state	 to	 exert	 its	 power	 in	 all	 areas	 of	 life	
("crea_ng	the	good	communists").	As	people	faced	the	judgment	of	others	to	ﬁt	into	
the	 communist	 ideal,	 it	 was	 subtly	 turning	 any	 GDR	 ci_zen	 into	 one	 of	 these	
"invisible	prison	guards".	Since	the	majority	of	people	were	poten_ally	judging	one's	
behaviour	 in	 one	 way	 or	 another,	 East	 Germans	 were	 constantly	 self-monitoring.	
Fiang	 in	 was	 the	 main	 objec_ve	 for	 the	 majority	 of	 its	 ci_zens.	 Many	 felt	 the	
burden	 of	 this	 arrangement	 and	 the	 pressure	 of	 con_nuous	 social	 surveillance,	
struggling	with	 their	 cogni_ve	dissonance.	 Certainly,	 for	 some	people	 this	 created	
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were	 helpful	 and	 sympathe_c	 towards	 one	 another.	 For	 instance,	 during	 the	 long	
work	hours	(in	the	GDR	the	majority	of	the	popula_on	was	in	full	_me	work)	when	
someone's	child	was	sick	and	needed	to	be	picked	up	from	school,	colleagues	were	
understanding	 and	 helpful.	 They	 helped	 one	 another	 out	 because	 they	 knew	 the	
same	 thing	 could	 happen	 to	 them.	 She	 is	 convinced	 that	 this	 stemmed	 from	 the	
humanis_c	culture	 that	was	cul_vated	 in	 the	socialist	 state.	Yet,	 she	says	 that	 this	
was	not	because	“they	were	beder	people	but	simply	out	of	necessity	-	because	they	
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were	 all	 in	 the	 same	 situaSon”.	 "Das	 ist	 nicht	 weil	 die	 Menschen	 besser	 sind,	
sondern	weil	sie	in	der	gleichen	SituaSon	sind"	(Frau	J.).		
Hence,	we	can	see	that	in	the	socialist	regime’s	inﬂuence	was	far	reaching,	directly	
impac_ng	 people's	 personal	 lives;	 shaping	 their	 rela_onships	 both	 posi_vely	 and	
nega_vely.	 The	 popula_on's	 common	 struggles	 led	 to	 the	 forma_on	 of	 strong	
friendships,	whether	 these	were	 created	out	 of	 necessity,	 to	 gain	 certain	 beneﬁts	
("Vitamin	B")	 or	 because	 they	were	 truly	nurturing	 and	 trus_ng	 (see	 also	Berdahl	
1999).	 The	 state's	 infringement	 on	 personal	 life	 was	 undeniable,	 narrowing	 the	
space	of	the	private	sphere	signiﬁcantly	and	increasing	the	scope	of	social	control.		
Examples	 of	 this	 are	 common	 throughout	 the	 world.	 In	 many	 cultures,	 it	 is	




the	 fear	 of	 the	 power	 of	 envious	 eyes	 forces	 them	 to	 have	humility	 and	 to	 share	
their	good	fortune	with	the	rest	of	the	community.	Sickness	caused	by	the	evil	eye	
or	 witchcra`	 may	 act	 as	 a	 deterrent	 to	 act	 against	 social	 norms,	 yet	 it	 has	 an	
intangible	nature,	unlike	the	Stasi's	ac_ons	no	one	could	really	be	sure	if	the	disease	
came	 from	 the	witch	 or	 if	 it	was	 just	 a	 stroke	of	 bad	 luck.	 In	 these	 communi_es,	
there	 are	 spaces	 for	 social	 resistance,	 by	 using	 charms	 and	 contras	 one	 can	 act	
against	social	norms	without	the	fear	of	geang	sick.	For	East	Germans,	any	space	of	




To	 summarise,	 it	 can	 be	 said	 that	 the	 social	 dynamics	 of	 the	 regime	 created	
“invisible	prison	guards”,	or	in	other	words	it	built	a	system	of	auto-governmentality.	
In	 fact,	many	people	may	have	never	been	aware	of	having	been	part	of	 this	self-
perpetua_ng	 system,	 even	 to	 this	 date.	 But,	 perhaps,	 this	 is	what	made	 it	 all	 the	
more	 powerful.	 Because	 behaving	 as	 one	 such	 guards	 manifested	 itself	 in	 many	
ordinary	ways,	from	no_cing	that	someone	was	wearing	clothing	from	the	West	and	
casually	men_oning	it	 in	conversa_on	to	calling	someone	out	for	not	keeping	their	
front	 yard	 in	 order	 to	 ﬁt	 the	 community's	 standards.	 Certainly	 social	 control	 is	 a	
fairly	 universal	 feature	of	 human	 social	 interac_ons,	 but	 I	 believe	 that	 in	 the	 East	










nicht	 immer	 gemerkt	 hat.	 Worunter	 man	 leiden	 konnte,	 das	 war	 der	
Anpassungsdruck."	(Herr		Z.)		
Abiding	by	social	 rules,	being	orderly,	neat,	 conscien_ous	and	polite	 (or	any	other	
socialist	ideal)	were	valued	greatly	in	a	society	which	was	less	focussed	on	monetary	
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success	 and	more	on	 socialist	 ideology	and	 social	 interac_ons.	 This	 ideal	 not	only	
inﬂuenced	how	people	acted	but	transformed	the	individual	in	a	very	in_mate	and	
profound	way.	The	perfect	German	communist	had	to	abide	by	the	rules	or	fear	the	
reprisal	 of	 society	 and	 the	 state.	 Even	 to	 this	 day,	 East	 Germans	 appear	 to	 be	
especially	adept	at	abiding	by	social	norms	and	rules	(see	research	by	Bertelsmann	
S_`ung	 2013/2014),	 and	 (superﬁcially,	 at	 least)	 people	 o`en	 appear	 very	 much	
concerned	with	the	way	their	immediate	community	sees	them.		
Herr	 Z.	 remembers	 GDR	 _mes	 as	 a	 _me	 of	 oppression	 and	 being	 silenced,	
explaining:			





ques_oning	 whether	 the	 whole	 purpose	 of	 conforming	 was	 to	 avoid	 social	
repercussions	 in	the	ﬁrst	place.	Herr	Z.	says	that	he	was	suﬀering	mostly	 from	the	
burden	of	his	own	 fears	 -	or	 "cowardice"	as	he	calls	 it.	 I	believe	 the	cowardice	he	
refers	 to	 was	 the	 fear	 of	 voicing	 his	 true	 opinion	 and	 speaking	 up	 against	 the	













to	 take	 a	 short	 detour	 and	 consider	 how	privacy,	 conformity	 and	 surveillance	 are	
understood	and	experienced	in	a	contemporary	context.		
Contemplating	contemporary	privacy:	Facebook,	Twitter	and	others…	




conceive	 the	 genera_onal	 diﬀerences	 with	 par_cular	 intensity.	 I	 have	 come	 to	







of	 smart	phones.	 It	 got	me	 thinking	about	 the	 circumstances	under	which	people	
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across	 the	 globe	 ensure	 a	 small	 piece	 of	 privacy	 in	 their	 lives.	 It	 seems	 that	 the	
concept	of	privacy	is	much	more	complex	than	we	may	think.	What	is	highly	valued	
privacy	 to	 one	 person,	may	 be	 a	 given	 to	 others.	 The	 statement	 that	 there	 is	 no	
privacy	 in	 a	 given	 society	 is	 highly	 problema_c.	 I	 believe	 that	 people	 create	 their	
own	niches	of	privacy,	however,	big	or	small.	Of	course	in	extreme	situa_ons	such	as	
imprisonment	 human	 privacy	 becomes	 diminished	 to	 the	 point	 were	 it	 is	 barely	
existent.	But	even	in	these	cases,	there	is	s_ll	the	private	arena	of	the	mind	-	just	as	
it	 is	 celebrated	 in	 Hoﬀmann	 von	 Fallersleben's	 famous	 song	 "Die	 Gedanken	 sind	
Frei"	(The	Freedom	of	Thoughts).	Yet,	even	the	mind	can	be	corrupted,	and	one	can	
monitor	 one's	 own	 thoughts	 under	 condi_ons	 of	 extreme	 control.	 S_ll,	 the	mind	
and	our	thoughts	are	the	ul_mate	niche	of	privacy	and	the	ul_mate	space	of	social	
resistance.	 A`er	 all	 the	mind	 is	 the	 ul_mate	 place	 of	 non-control,	 feared	 by	 any	
authoritarian	government.	
As	men_oned	above,	my	ﬁeldwork	 revealed	 that	 for	 some	of	my	 informants	 their	
immediate	 family	and	 their	 family	home	 represented	 their	private	niche.	This	was	
where	many,	sadly,	not	all,	could	freely	express	their	true	opinions,	be	themselves,	
and	trust	that	personal	concerns	would	not	be	shared	with	anyone	else.	For	many,	





to	 answer	 since	 I	 can	 only	 relate	 to	my	 family	 –	 how	 can	we	 know	what	 private	






things	 that	 happened	before	 the	wall	 came	down.	 In	 the	 course	 of	my	ﬁeldwork,	
this	became	very	obvious	to	me,	and	I	o`en	found	myself	holding	back	on	ques_ons	
as	 I	 was	 afraid	 of	 infringing	 the	 privacy	 of	 those	 who	 now	 gave	 me	 their	 trust.	
Speaking	 to	 family	 members,	 this	 was	 a	 constant	 balancing	 act	 of	 trying	 to	 be	
objec_ve	 and	 asking	 ra_onal/jus_ﬁed	 ques_ons	 and	 staying	 away	 from	 sensi_ve	
topics.	I	did	not	want	to	make	people	uncomfortable,	but	I	am	also	aware	that	there	
was	always	a	lingering	fear	of	what	I	might	ﬁnd	out.	






what	 is	 not.	 Thus	 I	 ask	myself,	what	 is	 the	mo_va_on	behind	exposing	 such	 large	
amounts	of	informa_on	and	why	is	it	so	common	in	my	genera_on?		
To	 address	 this	 ques_on,	 we	 must	 brieﬂy	 inquire	 what	 privacy	 means	 to	
contemporary	East	Germans	or	Europeans	more	generally?	Having	spoken	to	young	
East	Germans,	there	is	no	obvious	diﬀerence	in	the	way	they	conduct	themselves	in	
the	 public	 sphere,	 more	 speciﬁcally	 the	 Internet,	 compared	 to	 other	 Western	
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Europeans	of	my	genera_on.	Regarding	their	online	social	media	use	and	sharing	of	
personal	 informa_on,	 many	 feel	 somewhat	 relaxed.	 As	 one	 informant	 asked	 me	
rhetorically	"everyone	does	it,	what	diﬀerence	does	it	make	what	I	share?".		
An	 actual	 concern	 about	 an	 infringement	 of	 privacy	 or	Privatsphäre	per	 se	 rarely	
came	 up	 in	 conversa_on.	 Another	 exchange	 with	 a	 28-year-old	 woman	 revealed	
that	 she	 takes	care	of	what	 she	posts	online,	as	 she	would	not	want	 to	 risk	being	
scru_nised	by	her	current	or	future	employer.	While	many	agree	that	their	parents	
are	 somewhat	 suspicious	of	 social	media,	 others	 (whose	 families	were	also	 ac_ve	
online)	voiced	concern	about	"adding	them	as	friends	on	Facebook",	as	they	did	not	




par_cular	 form	 of	 social	 media.	 Therefore,	 while	 the	 majority	 of	 young	 East	
Germans	 use	 social	 media	 such	 as	 Facebook,	 Instagram,	 LinkedIn	 and	WhatsApp	




willingly	 (or	as	Zygmunt	Bauman	describes	 it	 as	DIY	 [‘Do	 it	 yourself’]	 surveillance)	
and	why?	We	must	understand	that	our	own	willingness	to	supply	in_mate	details—
through	 the	 use	 of	 smartphones,	 smartwatches	 and	 social	 media,	 as	 well	 as	
indirectly	 by	 other	means	 such	 as	 tracking	 (GPS)	 or	 use	 of	 credit	 cards	 or	 Oyster	







in	 it,	 including	 governments	 and	 corpora_ons	 who	 are	 incessantly	 gathering	
informa_on.	We	are	constantly	available	and	through	 instant	messaging	apps	such	
as	Facebook	and	WhatsApp	we	also	feel	in	demand	all	the	_me.	People	see	whether	
we	 are	 "online"	 or	 when	 we	 have	 read	 their	 messages.	 While	 these	 messaging	
services	 convey	 a	 feeling	 of	 in_macy	 (since	 we	 are	 perpetually	 in	 touch)	 this	
in_macy	is	somewhat	superﬁcial.	Messages	can	be	typed	quickly	and	to	a	number	of	
people	 at	 once.	 It	 doesn't	 require	 much	 eﬀort	 of	 commitment.	 Those	 who	 are	
communica_ng	do	not	even	have	to	be	in	the	same	city,	country	or	even	con_nent.	
While	we	 feel	 that	 this	 new	 type	 of	 communica_on	 has	made	 our	 lives	 bejer	 in	
many	ways	 (staying	 in	 touch	with	 those	 abroad/	 communica_on	 is	 easier/	 always	
being	 in	 contact	 with	 the	 world),	 there	 are	 also	 downsides	 to	 these	 forms	 of	
technological	 innova_ons.	 They	 create	 new	 types	 of	 rela_onships,	 which	 may	









quickly	 as	 possible.	 Our	 lives	 online	 are	 dominated	 by	 the	 pressure	 of	 instant	












2015.	 The	 response	 to	 this	 event	 regarding	 public	 statements,	 ar_cles	 and	 posts	




safe	 a`er	 a	 disaster.	 While	 the	 Safety	 Check	 feature	 is	 undoubtedly	 helpful	 and	





The	majority	of	 individuals	may	not	be	aware	of	 it,	but	it	 is	a	symbolic	act.	Openly	
portraying	themselves	not	only	as	represen_ng	all	that	the	French	ﬂag	symbolises,	





smartphones)	 emerged.	When	 I	 checked	my	 Facebook	 feed	 the	day	 following	 the	
event,	about	half	of	my	Facebook	friends	had	already	changed	their	pictures.	That	
evening	I	spoke	to	a	French	friend	of	mine	who	works	as	a	journalist	(most	recently	





out.	 She	 feared	 returning	 to	 France	 at	 Christmas	 _me,	 and	 that	 she	 would	 be	






has	 had	 many	 eﬀects	 on	 how	 our	 genera_on	 behaves.	 Not	 only	 are	 we	 deeply	




territory.	 We	 are	 not	 only	 forced	 out	 of	 our	 private	 lives	 but	 also	 forced	 into	
unstable	 and	 o`en	 non-existent	 social	 rela_onships.	 Beyond	 this,	 the	 fact	 of	












It	 is	also	 important	to	keep	this	eternal	record	 in	mind	 in	rela_on	to	 interpersonal	
rela_onships,	since	our	ability	to	forget	things	that	we	(or	others)	may	have	said	or	
done	at	a	given	_me,	enables	forgiving	(see	Gathman	2008).	I	believe	that	the	ability	
to	 forget	 has	 helped	 to	 heal	many	wounds	 of	 the	 past,	 not	 just	 in	 East	Germany.	




were	 spoken	 and	 rela_onships	 that	 were	 cul_vated.	 Of	 course,	 not	 everything	
recorded	in	these	ﬁles	is	the	truth,	since	this	type	of	surveillance	was	conducted	by	




no	 big	 surprise.	 Yet	 for	 others,	 the	 revela_ons	 of	 viewing	 their	 Stasi	 ﬁles	 can	 be	
devasta_ng.	 Beliefs	 and	 memories	 of	 former	 events	 and	 rela_onships	 can	 be	
challenged	fundamentally.	Therefore,	 it	does	not	come	as	a	surprise	that	 the	Stasi	
ﬁle	 archive	 (BStU)	 provides	 psychological	 counselling	 to	 those	 experiencing	
trauma_c	realisa_ons	as	they	view	their	personal	records.		
Here,	 we	 can	 observe	 two	 fundamental	 diﬀerences	 between	 contemporary	
(especially	digital)	 surveillance,	 and	 surveillance	 conducted	by	 the	Secret	Police	 in	
East	 Germany.	 Historic	 spying	 contained	 inaccuracies	 due	 to	 human	 error	 or	
deliberately	falsiﬁed	records.	In	contemporary	spying,	false	conclusions	occur	too	by	
oversimpliﬁed	 informa_on	 processing	 and	 data	 proﬁling.	 Nevertheless,	 online	
records	and	archival	records	share	their	non-ephemeral	nature.		
To	conclude,	it	can	be	said	that	contemporary	ideas	about	privacy,	especially	online,	














in_mate	and	private	 informa_on	to	the	world	 in	order	 to	be	seen,	because	of	our	
species'	innate	fear	of	being	alone	we	have	sacriﬁced	our	privacy	for	the	superﬁcial	
feeling	 of	 community.	 By	 contrast,	 in	 East	 Germany	 people	 were	 o`en	 forced	 to	
partake	 in	 social	 interac_ons	 and	 community	 mee_ngs.	 Indeed,	 the	 community	
spirit	was	 highly	 valued	 by	most	 GDR	 ci_zens	 and	 as	 one	 informant	 told	me,	 the	




well	 as	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 community	 serves	 me	 and	 my	 educaSon	 and	 to	
secure	 my	 employment	 possibiliSes.	 For	 GDR	 ciSzens,	 besides	 a	 few	





"Ob	 für	oder	gegen	die	Regierung,	 ...aber	 im	Osten	waren	wir	alle	geprägt	
von	 dem	 Gedanken,	 unsere	 Arbeit	 dient	 der	 Gemeinschar,	 so	 wie	 die	
Gemeinschar	 mir	 dient	 und	 meine	 Ausbildung	 und	 meine	
Arbeitsmöglichkeiten	 zufriedenstellend	 sichern...Das	 war	 den	 Leuten	 in	 der	
DDR,	mit	einigen	Ausnahmen,	in	Fleisch	und	Blut	übergegangen.	Das	ﬁng	im	








of	 their	 local	 community.	 This	 constant	 exposure	 to	 the	public	 sphere	 (and	hence	
poli_cal	 scru_ny)	 reinforced	 peoples'	 needs	 for	 privacy.	 Private	 life	 also	 became	
highly	 valued	 and	 was	 sought	 a`er	 even	 in	 the	 most	 diﬃcult	 and	 oppressive	
situa_ons	(see	also	Baer	1998).	This	need	for	privacy	is	due	in	part	to	the	fact	that	
their	 ac_ons	 had	 almost	 immediate	 consequences,	 making	 the	 "sense	 of	
community"	a	double-edged	sword.	




anthropological	 examples	 illustrate	 how	 people	 around	 the	 world	 live	 under	
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Fullbrook	 (2005)	writes	 that	 “power	 spread	 like	a	dye	 through	 the	wider	 fabric	of	




it	 means	 in	 diﬀerent	 contexts.	 On	 a	 basic	 level,	 Benedict	 Anderson	 (1972)	 sees	
power	 as	 a	 rela_onship	 between	 two	 par_es,	 in	 which	 one	 obeys	 the	 other's	
demands.	The	link	that	is	created	by	these	behaviours	is	the	power	rela_onship.	As	I	
outlined	 in	 detail	 in	 previous	 chapters,	 (see	 for	 example	 1977;	 2006	 (1991))	
examined	power	rela_onships	at	great	length,	his	key	premise	being	the	idea	of	the	
opera_on	 of	 power	without	 people's	 knowledge.	 According	 to	 Foucault,	 power	 is	








(Gallinat	 2015).	 The	 secrecy	 surrounding	 the	 Stasi	 incited	 rumours	 about	 its	



























most	 authoritarian	 regime,	 some	 par_cipa_on	 and	 ac_ve	 engagement	 of	 the	
popula_on	 is	 necessary,	 in	 order	 to	 secure	 the	 regime's	 con_nued	 existence.	 The	
distribu_on	 of	 propaganda	 plays	 an	 important	 role	 in	 this.	 The	 state	 is	 to	 appear	
benevolent	and	concerned	with	the	"common	good"	of	its	people,	while	in	actuality	
it	pursues	its	interests	and	thereby	threatens	that	very	concept.	“Modern	states	are	
everywhere	 based	 on	 the	 asser_on	 of	 a	 common	 good	 that	 necessarily	masks	 or	
misrepresents	 key	 social	 rela_onships	 –	 especially	 those	 based	 on	 inequality.	
Because	the	state	depicts	itself	as	the	guardian	of	a	mythical	general	interest	that	is	
contradicted	 by	 the	 very	 social	 rela_ons	 it	 is	 compelled	 to	 reproduce,	 there	 are	
always	 truths	 about	 the	 social	 order	 that	 must	 be	 concealed,	 that	 cannot	 be	
acknowledged	in	discourse.	As	a	result,	state	processes	inevitably	conjure	into	being	
powerful	 phantoms	 that	 are	 said	 to	 provoke	 the	 disorder	 that	 state	 ac_vi_es	
generate	(or	encourage),	and,	in	the	process,	threaten	the	common	good”	(Krupa	&	














In	 The	 GlobalizaSon	 of	 Surveillance	 Majelart	 (2010)	 studies	 newer	 forms	 of	
surveillance.	 The	 example	 of	 the	 United	 States	 stands	 out,	 with	 its	 governmental	







be	 aﬀected	 by	 educa_on,	 campaigns	 or	 convic_ons"	 (2010,	 p.9).	 By	 making	 the	
'state	 enemy'	 out	 to	 be	 a	 threat	 to	 a	 society's	 values	 and	 therefore	 to	 a	 state's	
security,	state	control	is	no	longer	solely	prac_sed	through	disciplinary	measures	but	
through	 genera_ng	 fear	 and	 crea_ng	 a	 'security	 society'.	 In	 East	 Germany,	 much	




Moreover,	 history	 was	 re-wrijen,	 and	 ﬁc__ous	 statements	 were	 disseminated	
among	the	popula_on	in	order	to	legi_mate	the	desired	ideology.	As	Funder	(2003)	
writes:	"In	the	GDR	people	were	required	to	acknowledge	an	assortment	of	ﬁc_ons	
as	 fact.	 Some	 of	 these	 ﬁc_ons	 were	 fundamental,	 such	 as	 the	 idea	 that	 human	
nature	is	a	work	in	progress,	which	can	be	improved	upon,	and	that	Communism	is	
the	 way	 to	 do	 it.	 Others	 were	 more	 speciﬁc:	 that	 East	 Germans	 were	 not	 the	




way	 to	 imprison	 them	 in	 their	 own	 state,	 but	 to	 protect	 them	 from	 the	 security	
threat	of	the	neighbouring	Western	countries.		
A	 signiﬁcant	 inﬂuence	 on	 public	 opinion	 within	 a	 state	 is	 the	 media;	 hence	 it	 is	
unsurprising	 that	 it	 is	 o`en	 used	 by	 state	 actors	 to	 accomplish	 certain	 goals.	
Lasswell	 claims	 that	 a	 role	 of	 the	media	 is	 to	 report	 but	 also	 to	 "surveillance	 the	
social	environment"	(2010,	p.35).	In	the	GDR,	a	totalitarian	socialist	regime,	the	role	













in	 the	GDR	was	 full	 of	 propaganda,	 and	 as	 Baer	writes,"many	GDR	 ci_zens	 found	
informa_on	disseminated	on	GDR	 television	and	 radio,	 in	Neues	Deutschland	 (the	
SED	 daily	 newspaper),	 in	 local	 newspapers,	 and	 in	 GDR	 state-operated	 popular	
magazines,	 simplis_c,	 propagandis_c,	 and	 boring.	 Intellectuals	 also	 lamented	 that	
the	state	permijed	limited	opportuni_es	to	publish	cri_cal	analyses	of	GDR	society"	
(1992,	p.	326).	
	Understanding	 the	 role	 of	 propaganda	 is	 important	within	my	 inves_ga_on,	 as	 it	
helps	 to	 recognise	 how	 people	 are	 persuaded	 to	 behave	 in	 a	 certain	 way	 in	 the	
context	 of	 a	 poli_cal	 regime.	 Looking	 at	 experimental	 social	 psychology,	 evidence	




wants	 to	 destroy	 an	 enemy	 naSon,	 it	 turns	 to	 propaganda	 experts	 to	 fashion	 a	





human	behaviour	 in	 the	most	 atrocious	ways.	 In	 the	past,	 this	 has	 been	not	 only	
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true	 for	 states	but	also	 for	 religious	 ins_tu_ons.	By	 looking	at	 the	Chris_an	witch-
hunts,	astounding	parallels	become	clear.	These	persecu_ons	primarily	took	place	in	
Europe	 and	 North	 America	 between	 the	 13th	 and	 18th	 centuries	 and	 were	 the	
Catholic	church's	aim	to	'purify	the	world	of	evil',	but	at	the	same	_me,	reaﬃrm	its	
status	 quo	 and	 power.	 Those	 who	 ac_vely	 or	 seemingly	 threatened	 the	 current	





order	 to	 ﬁnd	witches	 a	 special	 system	was	 in	 place:	 "ﬁnd	 out	 through	 spies	who	
among	the	popula_on	were	witches,	test	their	witchy	natures	by	geang	confessions	
using	 various	 torture	 techniques,	 and	 kill	 those	 who	 failed	 the	 test."	 (Zimbardo	
2008,	p.9)	
Arthur	 Miller	 wrote	 his	 famous	 play	 The	 Crucible	 (1953)	 is	 an	 excellent	
representa_on	of	this	eﬀect,	though	set	 in	a	diﬀerent	_me	period.	The	story	takes	
place	 during	 the	 witch-hunts	 in	 North	 America,	 namely	 the	 town	 of	 Salem,	
Massachusejs.	 Based	 on	 a	 true	 story,	 Miller's	 characters	 become	 increasingly	
entangled	in	a	web	of	lies.	The	story	begins	with	a	few	girls	being	caught	in	a	forest	
while	 appearing	 to	 perform	 witchcra`.	 Knowing	 the	 possible	 consequences	 of	






This	 pajern	 is	 emphasised	 through	 the	 character	 of	 Abigail	 Williams,	 who	 had	
previously	had	an	aﬀair	with	the	farmer,	John	Proctor,	and	thus	accuses	his	wife	of	
witchcra`	in	order	to	get	rid	of	her	so	that	she	can	marry	him.	
What	 is	 interes_ng	 here	 is	 the	 way	 in	 which	 Miller	 manages	 to	 convey	 the	
atmosphere	of	the	_me	and	most	importantly	the	impact	of	the	witch-hunt	had	on	
human	rela_onships.	By	 looking	at	this	 literary	example,	we	 learn	much	about	the	




conveyed	 in	 his	 play	 is	 not	 a	 unique	 one	 in	 history.	 Indeed,	 The	 Crucible	 was	 a	
commentary	 on	 the	 poli_cal	 situa_on	 in	 the	US	 at	 the	 _me,	 alluding	 to	 paranoia	
over	 communists	 in	 the	 McCarthy	 Era.	 At	 the	 _me,	 US	 authori_es	 also	 became	





Similarly,	 in	 the	 GDR,	 the	 state	 became	 increasingly	 paranoid	 of	 its	 popula_on,	
especially	supposed	"poli_cal	dissidents"	threatening	the	regime,	in	order	to	control	
the	 popula_on	 the	 state	 employed	 extensive	 surveillance	 and	 repressive	
techniques.	From	the	above	examples,	 it	can	be	concluded	that	the	state	not	only	
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acts	 in	ways	which	 transform	socie_es	 to	ﬁt	poli_cal	 (or	even	 religious)	 ideals	but	
within	 imposing	 controlling	 measures	 it	 also	 can	 alter	 core	 human	 moral	
percep_ons	and	values.		
S_ll,	 we	must	 consider	 Havel’s	 (1985)	 standpoint	 as	 valid,	 too.	 Not	 everyone	was	
convinced	 by,	 or	 genuinely	 believed	 in	 the	 ideology	 of	 socialism,	 but	 rather	 they	















Rosenberg	writes,	 "Communism	was	 imposed	 from	outside	everywhere	 in	Eastern	
Europe,	 but	 it	 was	 less	 resented	 in	 Germany,	 where	 suppor_ng	 the	 SED	 was	 a	
natural	 reac_on	 to	 the	 shame	of	 the	Nazi	 era.	 The	 communist's	 an_-Nazi	 posture	
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helped	 to	 legi_mise	 the	 Party"	 (Rosenberg	 1995).	 I	 would	 add	 that	 many	 young	
people,	especially	young	women,	were	determined	to	build	a	new	country	based	on	
socialist	 principles,	 with	 the	 hope	 that	 the	 atroci_es	 of	 the	War	 would	 never	 be	
repeated.		
During	 the	 ﬁrst	 years	 of	 the	 GDR's	 existence,	 there	 was	 open	 opposi_on	 against	
socialist	propaganda,	which	led	to	a	mass	exodus	to	the	West	and	eventually	to	the	












the	 power	 of	 the	 Stasi	 increased,	 with	 their	 goal	 to	 control	 and	 repress	 the	
popula_on.	 As	 previously	 men_oned,	 I	 argue	 that	 it	 was	 not	 only	 the	 Stasi	 who	
exerted	the	control	but	in	fact	the	popula_on,	many	of	whom	became	guards	in	the	
panop_c	 sense.	 They	 did	 not	 exert	 the	main	 control	 in	 the	 GDR,	 but	 they	 added	
another	 dimension	 to	 exis_ng	 Stasi	 repression.	 This	 dynamic	 reinforced	 social	
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Addressing	 ques_ons	 of	 how	 dictatorships	 receive	 the	 support	 of	 the	 popula_on	
Hannah	 Arendt	 illustrated	 the	 way	 in	 which	 a	 regime	 can	 lure	 ci_zens	 into	
compliance	by	giving	them	not	only	a	sense	of	security	but	also	through	the	apathy	
created	 by	 comforts	 and	mundani_es	 of	 everyday	 life.	 Certainly,	 the	 comforts	 of	
everyday	 life	 are	 not	 necessarily	 the	 only	 reasons	 to	 ac_vely	 support	 a	 poli_cal	
system,	 but	 they	 reduce	 incen_ves	 to	 oppose	 the	 system.	 I	 argue	 that	 it	 is	 these	
beneﬁts,	no	majer	how	small,	which	led	people	to	become	lethargic.	This,	perhaps	
coupled	with	a	sense	of	defeat,	caused	people	 to	give	up	and	 (at	 least	outwardly)	
comply	with	the	regime.	
The	 ethnographic	 accounts	 of	 East	 Germans	 suggest	 that	 many	 people	 were	
par_cularly	compliant	if	they	had	a	rela_vely	comfortable	life.	Ac_ng	out	of	line	with	
the	 system	may	 have	 posed	 a	 threat	 to	 their	 lifestyle	 and	 created	 disadvantages.	
One	woman	in	her	50's	felt	that	compliance	with	the	dictatorship	and	its	impact	was	
more	 extreme	 in	 the	 younger	 genera_on.	 She	 thinks	 this	 trend	 stemmed	 from	





Certainly,	 everything	 was	 taken	 care	 of;	 everyone	 had	 a	 job,	 food,	 money	 and	
housing.	 The	 state	 provided	 these	 services	 to	 its	 ci_zens.	 This	 all-encompassing-
provision	meant	that	for	one,	a	great	deal	of	the	existen_al	uncertain_es	(that	many	
people	grapple	with	nowadays)	were	taken	care	of,	but	it	also	meant	that	the	state	
had	 a	 maximum	 of	 control	 over	 its	 popula_on's	 life	 choices	 (e.g.	 careers).	 The	




was	 apparently	 "no	 crime,	 nothing	 bad	 could	 happen	 and	 children	 were	 looked	
arer".	 Frau	 T.	 decided	 to	 leave	 the	 GDR	 because	 to	 her,	 these	 people	 were	
overlooking	 the	 real	 problems	 of	 a	 dictatorship,	 simply	 saying:	 "We	 are	 actually	
well-oﬀ"	 -"Es	 geht	 uns	 doch	 eigentlich	 gut".	 Leading	 up	 to	 her	 applica_on	 to	
emigrate	the	country,	she	no_ced	that	par_cularly	by	the	1980's	state	control	had	
become	 fairly	 normalised.	 She	 says	 that	 “surveillance	 displayed	 itself	 in	
conformaSon,	 indiﬀerence	 and	 complacency.	 And	 so	 one	 just	 accepted	 it”	 -	 "Die	
Überwachung	hat	 sich	 als	 Anpassung,	GleichgülSgkeit,	 Bequemlichkeit	 dargestellt.	
Und	da	hat	man	das	so	hingenommen".	(Frau	T.)		
As	 Frau	M.	 described,	 living	 under	 surveillance	 became	 a	 part	 of	 everyday	 life:	 ”I	
realized	at	one	stage,	the	vast	majority	of	GDR	people	didn't	even	register	that	they	
were	 living	a	 repressive	 society...	 because	 they	didn't	 know	anything	else."	Having	
had	 the	 experience	 of	 living	 abroad,	 she	 no_ced	many	 people's	 blind	 compliance	






debate:	 “When	 I	 said	 to	 people	 'Lasst	 uns	 einig	 sein,	 um	uneinig	 zu	 sein'11	
they	looked	at	me	as	though	I	was	talking	Chinese.	They	didn't	have	such	a	
concept	even,	they	didn't	know	what	I	was	talking	about."	(Frau	M.)	
Those	 who	 did	 speak	 their	 mind,	 were	 o`en	 met	 with	 judgement	 and	 social	
pressure	 to	 adjust.	 At	 _mes	 this	was	 due	 to	 the	 danger	 of	 repercussions	 of	 state	
control	and	 fear	of	disadvantages,	not	necessarily	because	people	were	convinced	
by	 the	 socialist	 cause.	 An	 informant	 in	 her	 40's	 described	 how	 friends	 and	 family	
had	 shunned	 her	 when	 they	 found	 out	 that	 her	 parents	 had	 submijed	 an	
applica_on	to	leave	the	GDR.	However,	as	soon	as	the	borders	opened	and	Germany	
was	reunited,	they	got	back	 in	touch	with	them	and	were	happy	to	see	them.	She	
believes	 that	 they	 had	 feared	 the	 repercussions	 of	 associa_ng	 with	 poli_cal	
dissidents.		
“…But	 I	 can’t	 imagine	 why	 someone	 wouldn’t	 want	 to	 see	 their	 son	 just	
because	he	applied	 to	 emigrate…	But	perhaps	nowadays	we	 can’t	 imagine	
such	 a	 thing	 anymore,	 because	 luckily	 these	 horrible	 Smes	 are	 over,	 …but	
um…I	 don’t	 know,	 if	 it	 was	 just	 the	 disadvantages	 or	 whether	 they	 were	
really	so	loyal	to	the	poliScal	system.	I	can’t	make	judge	that.	 I	think	it	was	













kam,	waren	 sie	 alle	wieder	 da.	 Haben	 sich	 gefreut,	 eingeladen	 zu	werden,	
und	wir	 haben	auch	 sie	besucht.	Aber	dieses	 Thema,	denke	 ich,	 hat	 immer	
eine	Rolle	gespielt".	(Frau	L.)	
Another	informant	had	a	similar	experience.	When	he	submijed	his	Ausreiseantrag,	
his	 decision	 was	 received	 with	 incomprehension	 by	 friends	 and	 acquaintances.	
People	would	say	to	him	"What	more	do	you	want?	You	have	a	car,	a	(Neubau)	ﬂat,	





Frau	 T.	 explained	 how,	 in	 the	 psychologically	 tedious	 process	 of	 her	 emigra_on	
applica_on,	 her	 local	 church	 community	 helped	 her.	When	 she	 and	 her	 husband	
submijed	 their	Ausreiseantrag,	 their	 exposure	 to	 Stasi	 surveillance	 became	more	
extreme	 with	 interroga_ons,	 being	 followed	 and	 placed	 under	 close	 observa_on	
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even	 in	 their	 own	 house.	 Indeed,	 the	 community	 within	 the	 church,	 her	 own	
intellectual	 curiosity	 and	 reading	 alterna_ve	 literature	 helped	 her	 in	 this	 stressful	
_me	and	further	encouraged	her	desire	to	leave.	Indeed,	it	was	"a	strong	desire	for	











to.	 She	 feared	 that	 this	 would	 worsen	 in	 the	 next	 genera_on,	 as	 there	 was	 no	
escape.	She	says	that	when	she	was	young,	her	parents	had	more	freedom	to	create	
alterna_ve	spaces	for	expression,	separate	from	the	state	system.	Her	own	nursery	
and	school	 teachers	had	grown	up	 in	a	diﬀerent	_me	and	 took	a	 slightly	diﬀerent	
approach	 to	 educa_on,	 while	 the	 teachers	 of	 the	 younger	 genera_on	 had	 been	






There	 was,	 indeed,	 a	 lot	 of	 uncertainty	 about	 what	 could	 happen	 once	 the	
applica_on	was	submijed.	There	had	been	rumours	that	children	were	taken	away	








child	 merely	 because	 she	 had	 diﬀerent	 opinions.	 Instead,	 they	 made	 Frau	 T.	
responsible,	because	according	to	them	she	should	have	complied	with	the	system.			
A	 further	 interview	revealed	how	closely	conformity	was	 linked	with	convenience,	
personal	 circumstances	 (educa_on,	 profession,	 loca_on,	 etc.),	 and	 individual	
privileges.	Frau	F.	recalled	a	trip	that	she	took	in	1989,	where	she	got	permission	to	
accompany	 her	 mother	 to	 the	West	 for	 her	 aunt's	 funeral.	 During	 their	 journey,	
whilst	 stopping	 at	 a	 Western	 train	 sta_on,	 they	 saw	 the	 arrival	 of	 the	 ﬁrst	 East	
German	refugee	train	coming	from	Prague.	They	saw	how	people	stormed	into	the	
shops	 buying	 coﬀee,	 cake	 and	 fruit.	 She	 was	 shocked!	 She	 says	 that	 she	 was	
ashamed	of	her	fellow	GDR	ci_zens,	because	"it	hadn't	been	that	bad	in	the	GDR"	-	
"Ich	habe	mich	für	unsere	DDR	Bürger	geschämt.	So	schlecht	 ist	es	uns	 in	der	DDR	
nicht	 gegangen"	 (Frau	 F.).	 I	 found	 this	 statement	 par_cularly	 interes_ng	 because	
shortly	 beforehand	 she	 had	 told	 me	 that	 through	 her	 employment	 at	 a	 large	
chemical	plant	in	Saxony,	she	had	signiﬁcantly	bejer	access	to	food	and	products	in	
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general.	 She	was	 not	 as	 severely	 aﬀected	 by	 shortages	 as	 the	 general	 popula_on	
and	the	fact	that	her	life	was	rela_vely	comfortable,	surely	impacted	her	view	of	her	
posi_on	 within	 the	 state.	 As	 I	 was	 told	 by	 many	 people	 there	 was	 a	 culture	 of	
“suppression	and	denial”.	This	tendency	to	block	out	certain	reali_es	seems	to	have	
lived	on.	As	one	 informant	 cri_cised,	even	 in	 the	a`ermath	of	 the	collapse	of	 the	
regime,	 many	 East	 Germans	 chose	 to	 move	 forward	 and	 simply	 leave	 memories	
behind	without	engaging	with	their	own	past	within	the	dictatorship.	
The	Turning	point:	Wende	
In	 the	 ﬁnal	 years	 of	 the	 GDR's	 existence,	 as	 shortages	 increased	 and	 the	
contradic_ons	 of	 everyday	 life	were	more	 apparent,	 voices	 of	 discontent	 became	
louder	amongst	the	popula_on.		
Frau	J.,	a	94-year-old	woman	who	has	been	a	devoted	socialist	all	her	life	explained	
that	 the	 collapse	 of	 the	 GDR	 was	 caused	 by	 an	 "implosion".	 She	 says	 that	 the	
socialist	 system	 could	 not	 survive;	 because	 the	 contradic_ons	 and	 injus_ces	 of	
everyday	 life	 were	 not	 resolved,	 there	 was	 no	 development.	 She	 says	 that	 this	
inability	to	move	forward	can	be	ascribed	to	the	abuse	of	power	by	poli_cal	elites,	
who	had	 lost	 touch	with	 the	reali_es	of	 life	within	 the	state.	She	says	 it	was	 their	
hunger	 for	 power,	which	 led	 them	 to	 act	 contrary	 to	 their	 original	 convic_ons	 of	
crea_ng	a	humanis_c	social	order,	saying	that	“The	most	horriﬁc	temptaSon	of	all,	is	
the	temptaSon	of	power”	-	"Die	furchtbarste	Aller	Versuchungen,	ist	die	Versuchung	




On	 the	 other	 hand,	 the	 younger	 genera_on	wanted	 reforms	 and	 felt	 that	 the	 old	
leadership	was	 stagnant	 and	 policies	were	 no	 longer	 up	 to	 date.	 Previous	 events	
such	as	the	forced	exile	of	singer	and	songwriter	Wolf	Biermann	demonstrated	the	
state's	 _ghtening	 of	 control	 and	 ajempt	 at	 elimina_ng	 dissent.	 In	 par_cular	
churches	 became	 spaces	 for	 open	 cri_que	 and	 discussion	 (for	 a	 detailed	
inves_ga_on	see	Grünbaum	2011).		
Frau	 T.	who	emigrated	 from	 the	GDR,	 described	 the	 important	 role	of	 the	 church	
community	 during	 the	 last	 years	 that	 she	 spent	 in	 the	 state.	 To	 her,	 the	 church	
represented	a	place	where	she	felt	free	and	it	was	safe	to	express	her	opinions.	Her	
local	 congrega_on	 provided	 her	 with	 a	 lot	 of	 support	 and	 gave	 her	 strength,	
especially	 during	 the	 _me	of	 the	 applica_on	 to	 emigrate.	 She	 described	 her	 _me	
there	as	intellectually	s_mula_ng	and	nurturing,	saying	“The	church	in	the	GDR	was	
the	best	of	my	 life.”	 	She	found	the	people	to	be	“authenSc,	creaSve	and	 in	touch	
with	their	emoSons”.	-	“Die	Kirche	der	DDR	war	die	beste	Kirche	meines	Lebens.	Das	
war	 was	 ganz	 besonderes.	 Das	 war	 ehrlich,	 die	 Leute	 waren	 kreaSv	 und	 ganz	











became	 a	 space	 for	 poli_cal	 discussions.	 In	 the	 later	 years	 of	 the	 regime,	 people	
gathered	mostly	 in	churches	and	created	the	civil	ac_vist	movement	Neues	Forum	
(Kukutz	 2009).	 It	was	 there	 that	 they	 organised	 demonstra_ons,	which	 ul_mately	
led	to	the	peaceful	revolu_on	and	the	fall	of	the	Wall.	There	were	calls	for	change,	a	







those	who	were	cri_cal	of	 the	regime	feel	 that	a	process	of	coming	to	 terms	with	










In	 the	 years	 following	 Germany's	 reuniﬁca_on,	 some	 eﬀort	 was	 made	 to	 reveal	
former	 Stasi	 employees,	 but	 a	 process	 of	 reconcilia_on	 for	 vic_ms	 of	 the	
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dictatorship	 is	yet	 to	 take	place.	Those	who	were	 trauma_sed	by	state	oppression	
suﬀer,	in	par_cular,	as	they	feel	that	certain	"old	structures"	con_nue	to	exist	in	the	
East	and	former	perpetrators	con_nue	to	hold	 inﬂuen_al	posi_ons	 in	society.	 	The	
persistent	silence	and	reluctance	of	vic_ms	to	come	forward	stems	from	a	sense	of	
defeat,	due	to	the	belief	that	old	power	structures	con_nue	to	exist,	leaving	them	in	
a	 powerless	 posi_on.	 Many	 feel	 that	 their	 suﬀering	 is	 not	 taken	 seriously,	 while	
some	fear	that	the	Stasi	past	is	gloriﬁed	by	popular	culture.	Yet,	others	feel	betrayed	
when	they	see	nega_ve	accounts	about	the	GDR	in	the	media.	
Frau	 L.	 told	 me	 that	 she	 feels	 like	 in	 the	 East,	 some	 old	 GDR	 regime	 structures	
con_nue	to	exist.	She	says	that	while	many	things	had	changed,	she	s_ll	recognizes	




She	 says	 that	 even	 a`er	 all	 these	 years	 she	 can	 s_ll	 feel	 the	 impact	 of	 Stasi	
surveillance:		








besSmmte	 Wesensmerkmale,	 und	 ich	 könnte	 nie,	 nie	 da	 leben	 wieder.	




minds.	When	 she	 visits	 the	 East,	 she	 is	 always	 happy	 to	 be	 able	 to	 return	 to	 the	
West	eventually.	Somehow	the	place	and	the	people	s_ll	make	her	“feel	somewhat	
restricted”	-		"es	engt	mich	ein"	(Frau	L.).	
Like	 for	many	 others,	 the	 old	 surveillance	 structures	 s_ll	 challenge	 their	 sense	 of	
wellbeing,	and	in	par_cularly	prominent	cases	leading	them	to	avoid	the	region	all	
together.	 It	 appears	 that	 due	 to	 the	 rapid	 unravelling	 of	 the	 SED	 regime,	 certain	
structures	 of	 the	 dictatorship	 and	 the	 culture	 surrounding	 them	 are	 s_ll	 present	
because	they	were	never	challenged	enough.		
Another	informant	told	me	that	there	was	no	real	process	of	reconcilia_on	in	which	






of	 this	 dictatorship	was	 not	 addressed...it	 is	 sSll	 not	 recognised.	When	we	
start	such	discussions	in	the	family,	it	is	impossible.	"	(Frau	T.)	
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"Ich	 glaube	 das	 gewisse	 Strukturen	 immernoch	 da	 sind.	 Und	 ich	 habe	 das	
Gefühl	 das	 wurde	 nicht	 richSg	 aufgearbeitet.	 Das	 wurde	 vom	Materiellen	
übergestülpt,	alle	waren	froh,	jetzt	reisen	zu	können,	wo	jetzt	diese	Schwere	





















that	 the	 award-winning	Hollywood	ﬁlm,	 "The	 Lives	 of	 the	Others"	 (2006)	 aﬀected	
her	immensely.	She	feels	that	the	Stasi	oﬃcials	were	not	portrayed	realis_cally	and	
it	 bothers	 her	 that	 in	 par_cular	 the	 lead	 actor,	 Ulrich	 Mühe	 (an	 actor	 "whom	
everyone	loves")	portrayed	his	Stasi	oﬃcer	character	as	too	likeable,	giving	viewers	
the	impression	that	"it	wasn't	so	bad	arer	all".	She	feels	that	the	opposite	was	true,	
saying	 that	 in	 her	 experience	 dealing	with	 Stasi	 oﬃcials	 was	 awful.	 For	 her,	 they	
were	"disgus_ng".	It	makes	her	angry,	that	people	are	mislead.		











alle	 so	 schlimm.	Aber	wenn	man	einen	 Film	macht	mit	 einem	Stasi-Oﬃzier	






das	 ja	 vielleicht	 machen	 fürs	 Kino,	 sonst	 geht	 da	 ja	 keiner	 rein...Aber	 so	
waren	die	nicht.	Die	waren	eklig!	Das	macht	mich	wütend.”	(Frau	T.)	
Frau	T.’s	emo_onal	response	demonstrates	the	extent	to	which	the	suﬀering	of	past	
trauma	s_ll	surfaces	 in	everyday	 life.	 It	also	points	towards	a	 lack	of	public	debate	





GDR.	 She	 says	 that	 people	 choose	 to	 discuss	 material	 things	 or	 their	 travels.	 It	
appears	 that	 now,	 more	 than	 25	 years	 a`er	 the	 fall	 of	 the	 Wall,	 	 certain	 topics	
associated	with	the	GDR	past	are	s_ll	“oﬀ-limits”.	Indeed,	as	I	men_oned	previously,	
when	it	comes	to	the	acknowledgment	of	the	suﬀering	endured	in	the	regime,	there	
is	 a	 culture	 of	 silence.	 Many	 discussions	 and	 public	 representa_ons	 of	 the	 GDR	
centre	around	light-hearted	topics.	
Frau	 T.	 recalled	 a	 phone	 conversa_on	 in	 which	 an	 old	 friend	 from	 the	 GDR	
contemplated	why	people	o`en	 forget	about	all	 the	good	 things	of	 the	old	_mes.	
She	 said	 that	 she	 could	 not	 respond	 to	 that	 claim.	 She	 told	me	 that	 to	 her	 it	 is	
shocking	that	a	man	of	60	years	could	draw	such	a	posi_ve	conclusion	of	the	past.	














“If	 someone	 praises	 the	 GDR	 or	 praises	 the	 communists,	 I	 can	 also	 go	
ballisSc…I	really	hated	this	state.	It	had	to	collapse.	That	is	why	I	was	a	real	
enemy	of	the	state.	Just	not	everyone	knew	this.”	(Herr	A.)	
"Wenn	 einer	 die	 DDR	 lobt	 oder	 die	 Kommunisten	 lobt,	 da	 kann	 ich	 auch	








do	 this	now"	 -	 "wie	 schön	dass	wir	das	 jetzt	können."	 She	 found	 this	peculiar	and	





of	 the	 state	 s_ll	 fear	 a	 loss	 of	 control,	 giving	 them	 a	 con_nued	 sense	 of	







garden	 party,	 a	 big	 event	 hos_ng	 around	 40	 or	 50	 guests,	 including	many	 former	




to	 divide	 the	 departments	 in	 (town	 in	 North-East	 Germany)13,	 so	 that	 as	
many	people	as	possible	could	get	a	job	...	And	that	was	done	with	a	glass	of	
wine	 in	hand	on	 the	garden	 lawn	 ....	 'So	 then	you'll	 get	 this	 village	 ...,	 this	





"Ich	hab	dann	hinterher	gesagt,	 das	war	 'ne	 richSge	 Stasi-Party.	Da	wurde	
dann	 darüber	 debaert,	 wie	 man	 in	 …,	 wie	 man	 die	 Dezernate	 aureilt,	
damit	möglichst	 viele	 der	 Leute	 einen	 Posten	 kriegen...Und	 das	 wurde	mit	
einem	 Glas	 Wein	 in	 der	 Hand	 im	 Garten	 auf	 der	 Wiese	 debaert....'Also	
dann	 kriegst	 du	 noch	 dieses	 Dorf	 dazu...,	 dieses	 Dorf	 hat	 so-und-so	 viele	










former	 employees	 of	 the	 GDR	 Ministry	 of	 State	 Security	 (MfS)	 are	 said	 to	 have	
remained	 in	 the	public	 service	of	East	German	state	administra_ons.	According	 to	
the	 evalua_on,	 there	 are	 s_ll	 2247	 in	 Mecklenburg-Vorpommern,	 2942	 in	
Brandenburg,	 800	 in	 Thuringia,	 4400	 in	 Saxony-Anhalt,	 2733	 in	 Berlin	 and	 4101	
employees	 in	 Saxony,	 the	 "Financial	 Times	 Deutschland"	 reported.	 Although	
extensive	 checks	 took	 place	 a`er	 the	Wende,	 The	 Federal	 Criminal	 Police	 Oﬃce	
(Bundeskriminalamt,	BKA)	too,	conﬁrms	that	some	former	Stasi-people	were	taken	
over	 a`er	 reuniﬁca_on.	 The	 exact	 numbers	 remain	 unclear	 but	 Klaus	 Schroeder,	
head	of	the	research	group	SED	State	of	the	Free	University	of	Berlin,	es_mates	that	
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there	 are	 several	 tens	 of	 thousands	 of	 former	 unoﬃcial	 staﬀ	 of	 the	 Stasi	 to	
ministries	 and	 authori_es.	 Of	 course,	 such	 revela_ons	 have	 a	 severe	 emo_onal	
impact	 on	 those	 Easterners	 who	 were	 trauma_sed	 in	 the	 GDR.	 Accordingly,	 one	
could	 pose	 the	 ques_on	 as	 to	 whether	 a	 healing	 process	 is	 possible	 at	 all	 if	
individuals	 are	 constantly	 confronted	with	 the	 presence	 of	 their	 perpetrators	 and	
the	knowledge	that	they	s_ll	hold	power.	Vic_ms	tend	to	feel	defeated,	as	there	is	
lijle	public	 ini_a_ve	to	change	the	current	situa_on.	Coupled	with	this,	 is	the	fact	
that	 some	 people	 are	 s_ll	 in	 support	 of	 the	 dictatorship	 and	 perhaps	 idealise	 its	
existence	in	retrospect.	
They,	 on	 the	other	hand,	 argue	 that	 the	 legacy	of	 Stasi	 surveillance	 is	 drama_sed	
and	over-exaggerated.	For	them,	the	trauma	of	the	collapse	of	the	state	and	socio-
economic	consequences	stand	 in	 the	 forefront.	Frau	F.,	 for	example,	 is	par_cularly	
concerned	about	the	eﬀect	that	the	fall	of	the	Wall	had	on	those	GDR	ci_zens	who	
felt	 happy	 and	 comfortable	 in	 the	 state.	 In	 the	 1980's	 she,	 herself,	 had	wanted	 a	
renewed	 leadership	 in	 the	 GDR.	 She	 thinks	 that	 the	 ideologies	 of	 socialism	 and	
communism	were	essen_ally	a	good	idea.	Alluding	to	the	increased	suicide	rates	in	
East	 Germany	 in	 the	 early	 1990's,	 she	 emphasised	 that	 not	 all	 who	 commijed	
suicide	 a`er	 the	 fall	 of	 the	Wall	 were	 former	 Stasi	 people,	 but	 they	were	 simply	
overwhelmed	by	the	new	state	system,	the	novel	situa_on	of	having	a	lack	of	money	
and	unemployment.		
She	 feels	 that	 people	 were	 tricked	 by	 the	 apparent	 abundance	 of	 material	







they	 could	not	 come	 to	 terms	with	 the	new	situaSon,	with	unemployment,	
not	 being	 able	 to	 aﬀord	 anything…	 All	 these	 things	 in	 the	 shops	 and	 the	
colours,	which	were	more	adracSve,	...	I	do	not	care	whether	a	bag	is	grey	or	
white	 and	 labelled,	 but	 it	 seems	 that	 such	 a	 thing	 madered	 to	 the	 GDR	
ciSzen	at	the	Sme	...	"	(Frau	F.)	
"Wenn	 man	 sich	 überlegt,	 wie	 viele	 sich	 nach	 der	 Wende	 das	 Leben	
genommen	 haben,	 die	 waren	 besSmmt	 nicht	 alle	 bei	 der	 Staatssicherheit.	
Sondern	 ganz	 einfach,	 weil	 sie	 mit	 der	 neuen	 SituaSon,	 mit	 der	
Arbeitslosigkeit,	nicht	zu	Rande	gekommen	sind.	Die	sahen	zwar	alle	Dinge	in	






immediately	 challenged	 whether	 I	 would	 “distort	 the	 past”	 -	 “die	 Vergangenheit	
verzerren”,	 in	 my	 study.	 He	 seemed	 frustrated	 with	 the	 current	 situa_on	 of	 	 the	












There	 appears	 to	 be	 a	 sense	 of	 betrayal	 felt	 by	 those	who	wanted	 to	 ensure	 the	
state's	reform,	as	opposed	to	its	collapse.	Especially	during	the	emigra_on	wave	in	




materialism	 and	 ﬁnancial	 aspira_ons	 of	 the	West.	 She	 is	 disappointed	 that	 these	
people	never	 thought	 about	 the	GDR	 ci_zens	 they	were	 leang	down,	 the	people	
who	had	provided	them	with	a	good	educa_on.	




possibly	 earn	more,	 that	naturally	 seduced	 them.	But	 they	did	not	 think	of	
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the	 people	 of	 the	 GDR,	 who	 they	 let	 down,	 who	 had	 given	 them	 a	 good	
educaSon.”	(Frau	J.)	
"Wenn	 sie	 sich	mal	 die	 Bilder	 angucken,	 wie	 die	 Jungen	Menschen	 da	 zur	
Prager	Botschar	gefahren	sind,	mit	Trabis	und	manchmal	sogar	Wartburgs.	
Die	waren	alle	gut	genährt,	gut	gekleidet.	Die	Kinder	sahen	blühend	aus.	Da	
sah	 man,	 es	 ging	 ihnen	 nicht	 schlecht.	 Die	 Möglichkeiten,	 und	 was	 sie	
einkaufen	 konnten,	 und	 dass	 sie	 dachten,	 sie	 können	 vielleicht	 mehr	
verdienen,	 das	 hat	 natürlich	 verführt.	 Dabei	 haben	 sie	 aber	 nicht	 an	 die	





the	 dictatorship,	 hin_ng	 at	 the	morally	 highly	 ambiguous	 ques_on	 of	 who	was	 a	
vic_m	or		perpetrator.	She	asserts,	“unlike	under	Hitler,	the	people	who	suﬀered	at	
the	 hands	 of	 East	 German	 communism	 really	 were	 East	 Germans.	 And	 although	




understanding	 of	 the	 past	 and	 present	 are.	 I	 argue	 that	 it	 is	 this	 large	 range	 of	
impressions	within	the	popula_on,	which	poses	great	challenges	 for	 the	vic_ms	 in	
their	healing	process.	Since	there	 is	such	a	huge	spectrum	of	voices;	 ranging	 from	
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supporters	of	the	state	s_ll	mourning	its	collapse,	to	those	who	had	to	endure	great	
suﬀering	 and	 distress	 caused	 by	 state	 violence.	 And,	 yet	 others	 who	 are	 largely	





shape	 and	 impact	 rela_onships	 to	 this	 day.	One	woman	who	was,	 despite	 having	
had	 some	 nega_ve	 experiences	 early	 in	 life,	 very	 much	 in	 favour	 of	 the	 state,	
described	the	conﬂicts	that	dominate	the	rela_onships	with	her	rela_ves.		She	says	
that	 nowadays	 she	 is	 no	 longer	 in	 touch	 with	 them	 (only	 the	 bare	 minimum	 on	
holidays)	 because	 she	 knows	 that	 when	 they	 interact,	 they	 get	 into	 arguments	
about	their	religious	orienta_on	and	diﬀering	worldviews.		
A	man	 in	his	 late	60's	who	was	 imprisoned	and	"bought	out"	 -	"rausgekaur",	 told	
me	about	the	disappointment	he	felt	a`er	reuniﬁca_on.	When	he	was	in	the	West,	
he	 had	 always	 sent	 parcels	 to	 friends	 and	 family	 in	 the	 East,	 spending	 a	 lot	 of	
money.	Then,	a`er	the	Wende	when	he	visited	them,	they	s_ll	expected	him	to	give	
them	gi`s	despite	never	making	an	eﬀort	to	stay	in	touch.	They	never	even	called,	







"Das	 sagen	 so	viele	Westdeutsche,	 im	Nehmen	und	 im	Danke-sagen	waren	






(o`en	 mutual)	 beneﬁts	 such	 as	 the	 unoﬃcial	 trading	 of	 goods	 or	 services,	 the	
speeding	 up	 of	 applica_ons	 to	 gain	 permission	 to	 do	 something,	 such	 as	 house	
construc_on	for	example.		
Some	others	may	feel	the	burden	of	denuncia_on	and	betrayal.	As	illustrated	earlier	
in	 the	 case	 of	 Herr	 K.,	 who	 found	 out	 that	 his	 own	 sister	 had	 fundamentally	
betrayed	him,	but	s_ll	con_nues	to	stay	in	touch	with	her,	out	of	a	sense	of	duty	-	
"because	 she	 is	 family".	 Yet	 their	 interac_ons	 are	 diﬃcult	 and	mostly	 superﬁcial,	
born	 out	 of	 deep	 distrust.	 He	 says	 that	 they	 have	many	 disagreements	 and	 their	
rela_onship	cannot	be	described	as	"normal".			
“Well,	 it’s	 not	 a	 normal	 relaSonship.	 It	 is	 superﬁcial.	 I	 feel	 obligated.	 Since	
she’s	 a	 relaSve,	 I	 go	 to	 see	her.	My	wife	 takes	 a	more	 laid-back	approach,	
even	though	they	also	end	up	arguing.”	
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"Na	 ja,	 ein	 normales	 Verhältnis	 ist	 das	 nicht.	 Es	 ist	 oberﬂächlich.	 Ich	 fühle	
mich	 verpﬂichtet.	 Es	 ist	 ja	 Verwandtschar,	 ich,	 fahre	 da	 schon	 hin.	Meine	
Frau	 sieht	 das	 ein	 bisschen	 lockerer.	 Obwohl	 sie	 auch	 immer	
aneinandergeraten..."	(Herr	K.)	
In	the	sec_on	Records	and	Files	of	the	MfS,	 I	shed	some	light	on	the	way	in	which	






diﬀering	 experiences	of	 the	 state.	 She	 is	 under	 the	 impression	 that	 East	Germans	
who	 stayed	do	not	 consider	her	 suﬀering	 and	 cri_cism	as	 valid,	 since	 she	did	not	
stay	un_l	the	state	collapsed.	By	now,	she	and	her	family	have	lived	in	the	West	for	




are	mul_dimensional:	 they	 encompass	 the	 adjustment	 to	 a	 new	 social	 order,	 the	
reali_es	 of	 capitalism	 and	 along	 with	 that	 socio-economic	 factors.	 Further,	 the	





s_ll	 signiﬁcant	 cultural	 diﬀerences	 between	 East	 and	West	Germany.	Having	 been	
brought	 up	 and	 socialised	 in	 two	 en_rely	 diﬀerent	 poli_cal	 and	 social	 systems	
con_nues	to	shape	German	iden_ty.	There	are	s_ll	many	cliches	and	preconcep_ons	
surrounding	 "Ossis	 and	Wessis".	 One	 very	 common	 prejudice	 brought	 up	 by	 East	
Germans	 (34	 percent)	 in	 a	 2015	 study	 is	 that	 Wessis	 are	 arrogant	 and	 full	 of	
themselves.	As	I	have	outlined	previously	many	East	Germans	take	great	pride	in	the	
posi_ve	 "Interpersonal	 Rela_onships"	 cul_vated	 in	 the	 GDR.	 	 Although	 in	 recent	
years	there	has	been	a	clear	trend	moving	away	from	these	cliches,	a	recent	study	
(2015)	 concluded	 that	 71	 per	 cent	 of	 East	 Germans	 think	 that	 there	 are	 s_ll	
signiﬁcant	diﬀerences	between	East	and	West	Germans.	(Damm	et	al.	2015;	see	also	
yougov.de).	 It	 is	 clear	 that	 it	 takes	 more	 than	 one	 genera_on	 for	 some	 form	 of	
cultural	adjustment	to	occur.		
Another	study	conducted	22	years	a`er	the	reuniﬁca_on	showed	that	there	are	s_ll	
some	 reserva_ons,	 in	 par_cular	 with	 regard	 to	 travelling	 to	 the	 respec_ve	 other	
side.	This	reluctance	is	par_cularly	true	for	West	Germans,	of	whom	one	in	ﬁve	(21	
per	cent)	have	never	visited	East	Germany.	East	Germans,	on	the	other	hand,	have	













She	 feels	 that	West	German's	percep_on	of	East	Germans	varies	by	 region.	Those	
who	 live	 closer	 to	 the	 East	 German	 border	 see	 them	 in	 a	 rather	 nega_ve	 light,	
because	 shortly	 a`er	 the	 reuniﬁca_on,	many	Easterners	moved	 to	 the	 region	and	
were	accordingly	perceived	as	a	 threat	 (for	 instance	as	 there	were	 fears	 that	 they	
would	 "take	 people's	 jobs").	 In	 her	 experience,	 people	 living	 further	West,	 like	 in	





what".	 The	 story	 of	 her	 parents'	 imprisonment	 is	 especially	 something	 that	 she	
rarely	 discusses.	 She	 feels	 that	most	 people	 would	 not	 understand	 or	 be	 able	 to	
empathise	with	her	 personal	 history.	 Both	 in	 the	 former	GDR	and	 the	West	 alike,	
there	are	inevitably	nega_ve	connota_ons	ajached	to	imprisonment	and	especially	




this	 is	 partly	 why	 she	 does	 not	 recount	 her	 personal	 story	 lightly.	 She	 would	 for	
instance,	never	bring	this	up	 in	conversa_on	with	her	work	colleagues	 in	her	ﬁrm,	
because	it	would	be	too	personal.			
In	our	 conversa_on,	 she	made	clear	 that	 such	a	personal	history	 can	only	be	 told	
within	a	par_cular	context.	 It	can	only	be	told	to	someone	who	has	the	necessary	
maturity	and	background	knowledge.	She	thinks	that	to	the	majority	of	people	her	
story	 is	not	understandable.	She	 feels	 somewhat	 isolated	as	not	many	people	can	
relate	to	her	experience.	
"The	 further	 away	 you	 get	 away	 from	 the	 border	 area,	 it's	 a	 completely	
diﬀerent	story.		I	think	it's	important	to	know	how	to	deal	with	your	history.	
I'm	 happy	 today	 that	 I	 can	 deal	with	 it,	 that	 today	 I	 can	 decide	who	 I	 tell	
about	it.	
And	I	have	also	had	years	where	I	really	did	not	want	to	talk	about	it	at	all,	
because	 I	believe	that	for	a	 large	number	of	people	 it	 is	 inconceivable	 ...	or	
'why	is	someone	in	prison'?	Murder,	ther,	personal	injury,	whatever.	But	the	
fact	 that	 someone	 is	 in	prison	 for	poliScal	 reasons,…because	he	wanted	 to	
live	 diﬀerently,	 these	 are	 things	 you	 cannot	 discuss	 with	 just	 anyone,	 you	
have	to	meet	the	right	listeners.	
If	I	were	to	say	spontaneously	to	someone	in	my	oﬃce,	'Yes,	my	parents	were	










"Je	 weiter	 man	 hier	 von	 dem	 Grenzgebiet	 wegkommt,	 ist	 das	 ein	 ganz	




sprechen	 wollte,	 weil	 ich	 glaube,	 dass	 für	 eine	 Großzahl	 der	Menschen	 es	
nicht	vorstellbar	ist,	...	oder	'warum	ist	jemand	im	Gefängnis',	das	verbindet	
man	ja	or	mit	mit	Mord,	Diebstahl,	Körperverletzung,	wie	auch	immer.	Aber	
das	 jemand	 im	 Gefängnis	 ist	 aus	 poliSschen	 Gründen,	 und	 weil	 er	 anders	
leben	 wollte,	 das	 sind	 so	 Sachen,	 da	 muss	 man	 auch	 auf	 den	 richSgen	
Zuhörer	 treﬀen.	Wenn	 ich	 jetzt	 spontan	 jemandem	 in	meinem	 Büro	 sagen	
sollte,	'Ja	meine	Eltern	waren	auch	mal	im	Gefängnis',	da	würden	die	denken,	








noch	 lange	 keine	 Stelle	 hat.	 Und	 auch	 nicht	 weiß,	 wie	 er	 seine	 Familie	
ernähren	 soll.	 Und	 ob	 er	 auch	 eine	 Stelle	 bekommt,	 und,	 und,	 und...Diese	
Ängste,	...	ich	denke	das	hat	man	schon	mitbekommen."	(Frau	L.)	
Many	 of	my	 interviewees,	 especially	 those	who	 suﬀered	 from	 state	 violence,	 feel	
alone	and	misunderstood.	Along	with	this	 feeling	of	 isola_on	 is	the	sense	that	the	




of	 the	 SED,	had	 some	power	 in	Berlin.	He	 forcefully	warned	 them	of	 the	possible	
repercussions	this	could	have.	His	tone	in	these	lejers	was	very	diﬀerent	from	the	
way	 I	 had	 perceived	 him	 when	 we	 met,	 he	 had	 appeared	 reserved.	 From	 the	
wri_ng,	 however,	 it	 was	 easy	 to	 gauge	 that	 he	 was	 very	 angry.	 The	 lejers	
demonstrated	 that	 he	 iden_ﬁes	 the	 presence	 of	 these	 poten_ally	 powerful	
individuals	who	are	 linked	 to	 the	 former	SED	 regime,	as	a	 con_nued	 threat.	 Their	
inﬂuen_al	posi_on	is	also	a	persistent	reminder	of	the	denial	of	injus_ce	that	many	
vic_ms	con_nue	 to	 feel.	 For	him,	any	 reminder	of	his	endured	suﬀering	 triggers	a	
strong	emo_onal	response.			
Several	 people	 who	 managed	 to	 move	 to	 the	 West	 before	 1989	 told	 me	 that	
especially	their	children	avoided	telling	people	where	they	were	from,	par_cularly	in	
the	early	years,	in	an	ajempt	to	adjust	to	life	in	the	West,	very	much	in	line	with	my	
own	experience.	Perhaps	 this	diﬃculty	of	 iden_fying	as	 East	German	 can	be	 seen	
par_cularly	 in	 the	 younger	 genera_on	 due	 to	 the	 complexity	 of	 the	 poli_cal	 and	
social	 code	 in	 the	 East.	Which	 part	 of	 “being	 East	 German”	 should	 young	 people	
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who	 only	 remember	 fragments	 of	 the	 GDR	 iden_fy	 with?	 There	 is	 much	 moral	
ambiguity	involved.	What	was	one’s	parent’s	role	in	the	system	and	how	was	their	
experience?	And	would	one	want	to	be	associated	with	a	dictatorship	or	is	it	bejer	
to	 adopt	 the	 role	 of	 the	 vic_m?	 These	 are	 important	 ques_ons	 with	 no	 simple	
answers.	 I	 argue	 that	 one	 could	 even	 speculate	 that	 this	 anxiety	 points	 to	 some	













Berlin.	 But,	 apart	 from	 that,	 I	 travel	 relaSvely	 lidle	 to	 the	 East.	 So	 if	 I	 can	









aussuchen	kann	wo	 ich	hinfahre,	ob	 ich	durch	den	Osten	 fahre	oder	ob	 ich	
oben,	 Hannover,	 Braunschweig	 fahr',	 würde	 ich	 irgendwie	 immer	 wieder	










and	 suﬀering	 in	 the	
former	 GDR.	 To	 these	
individuals,	it	is	diﬃcult	
to	 come	 to	 terms	with	 the	past,	 because	of	 several	 factors,	 ﬁrstly	 because	of	 the	
temporal	aspect.	The	German	reuniﬁca_on	took	place	26	years	before	my	ﬁeldwork,	
a	rela_vely	short	amount	of	_me.	This	means	that,	secondly,	a	fair	amount	of	people	
who	 were	 ac_vely	 engaged	 in	 the	 regime,	 are	 s_ll	 ac_ve	 members	 in	 German	
society	and	even	poli_cally	 ac_ve	and	 in	decision-making	posi_ons.	 Third,	despite	
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the	 governmental	 and	 non-governmental	 push	 towards	 public	 engagement	 and	
reconcilia_on	of	 the	past,	 this	push	has	 taken	place	mostly	on	a	 superﬁcial	public	
plaorm	as	opposed	to	an	individual	one.	This	superﬁcial	engagement	with	the	past,	
which	 has	 been	 cri_cised	 extensively	 by	 the	majority	 of	 my	 interviewees,	 means	
that	 there	 con_nues	 to	 be	 a	 condoning	 and	 silencing	 of	 nega_ve	 aspects	 of	 the	
dictatorship.		
	Here	Frau	L.	explains	that	she	is	s_ll	not	keen	on	visi_ng	the	East.	To	her,	there	are	
s_ll	 major	 diﬀerences	 in	 language,	 mentality	 and	 even	 the	 way	 in	 which	 people	
dress.	 The	 East	 generally	 evokes	 nega_ve	 memories	 from	 her	 childhood.	 She	
especially	 has	mixed	 feelings	 about	 the	 Bal_c	 seaside	 towns.	 In	 recent	 years	 this	
region	has	seen	a	fast	development,	with	investors	buying	and	renova_ng	many	of	
the	 beau_ful	 turn-of-the-century	 villas.	 Many	 new	 hotels	 have	 been	 built	 or	
renewed.	Now	seaside	towns	such	as	Bansin	and	Heringsdorf,	tradi_onally	popular	
holiday	des_na_ons	of	the	GDR,	are	also	beginning	to	ajract	a	growing	number	of	












you	 are	 always	 reminded	 that	 it	 is	 sSll	 the	 East.	 For	 example,	 we	were	 in	
Prerow	 last	 summer.	 I	 think	 it's	 the	 language,	 the	 clothes	or	 the	mentality,	
that	you	feel.	I	do	not	think	it's	completely	the	same.	"(Ms	L.)		
"Es	 ist	 einfach	 noch	 etwas,	 ...nicht	 belastet,	 aber	 ...hängt	 so'n	 bisschen	









Wir	waren	 jetzt	 letzten	Sommer	 in	Prerow.	 Ich	ﬁnde	 jetzt,	sei's	die	Sprache,	
die	Kleidung	oder	die	Mentalität,	das	man's	immer	noch	spürt.	Ich	ﬁnde	nicht	
dass	es	kompled	gleich	ist."	(Frau	L.)	
	I	 believe	her	 example	 is	 a	 good	 illustra_on	of	 the	way	 those	who	 suﬀered	under	












































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































In	 the	 previous	 chapters,	 I	 have	 explored	 surveillance	 by	 the	 Ministerium	 für	
Staatssicherheit	 (Stasi)	 and	 its	 las_ng	 implica_ons	 for	 East	 Germans.	 My	





of	 the	 social	 nature	 of	 dictatorships.	 The	 German	 Democra_c	 Republic	 was	 a	
repressive	 regime	 in	 which	 the	 social	 interac_ons	 of	 its	 ci_zens	 mirror	 those	 of	
other	 (and	 previous)	 dictatorships,	 yet	 displaying	 certain	 unique	 characteris_cs	 of	





Panop_con	was	 taken	 even	 further.	Not	 only	were	people	 self-policing	 for	 fear	 of	
being	 watched	 and	 suﬀering	 the	 consequences,	 but	 they	 were	 also	 constantly	
observing	others.	This	created	the	illusion	that	the	Stasi	really	was	all	around,	just	as	
they	 had	 intended.	 East	 Germans	 altered	 their	 behaviour,	 primarily	 in	 the	 public	
sphere	to	ﬁt	the	state-prescribed	image	of	the	model	socialist	ci_zen.	Thus,	anyone	
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who	was	 perceived	 as	 even	 slightly	 “diﬀerent”,	 could	 easily	 become	 the	 target	 of	
scapegoa_ng.	The	sense	of	all-encompassing	surveillance	signiﬁcantly	impacted	the	
way	 personal	 rela_onships	were	 conducted	 and	 social	 processes	 took	 place,	 thus	
sugges_ng	a	type	of	auto-governmentality	being	exercised.		








everyday	 life.	 In	 the	 mean_me,	 the	 Stasi's	 methods	 of	 control	 had	 advanced	
signiﬁcantly	and	become	more	subtle.	They	were	less	openly	aggressive,	yet	making	
use	 of	 more	 sophis_cated	 psychological	 repressive	 techniques,	 causing	 harm	
primarily	to	East	Germans'	mental	wellbeing.	Especially	to	the	genera_on	who	were	
born	and	socialised	in	the	dictatorship,	surveillance	and	control	were	a	regular	part	
of	 their	 lives,	 as	 they	 had	 never	 experienced	 anything	 diﬀerent.	 It	 created	
detrimental	condi_ons	of	what	Hannah	Arendt	(1961)	called	"not	thinking".		
We	cannot	assume	that	Stasi	control	was	constantly	on	peoples'	minds;	 instead,	 it	
became	 normality.	 As	 described	 previously,	 the	 state's	 presence	 was	 o`en	
disguised,	becoming	an	inevitable	and	inescapable	part	of	people's	existence	within	
the	GDR.	Such	a	disguise	could,	for	instance,	be	fun—as	in	communal	ac_vi_es,	like	
work	 ou_ngs	 or	 holiday	 camps.	 These	 served	 the	 state	 in	 gaining	 a	maximum	 of	
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insight	 and	 inﬂuence	 into	 people	 lives,	 at	 the	 same	 _me	 it	 created	 a	 sense	 of	
solidarity	and	community	(Gemeinscharsgefühl),	which,	independent	of	the	state's	
original	 inten_ons,	 con_nued	 to	 be	 one	 of	 the	 hallmarks	 of	 self-described	 East	
German	 iden_ty	and	 the	predominant	 longing	 for	 those	who	are	nostalgic	 for	 the	
past	"GDR-_mes"(Ostalgie).		
But,	on	the	other	hand,	conformity	in	the	former	GDR	came	in	many	diﬀerent	and	
o`en	 poten_ally	 unhealthy	 shapes.	 These	 ranged,	 for	 instance,	 from	 being	 a	 SED	
party	member	or	working	 for	 the	Stasi,	 to	merely	 following	orders	 -	 ac_ng	as	 the	
model	 socialist	 ci_zen	 -	 or	 as	 I	 have	 shown	 in	 some	 of	my	 informant's	 examples,	
shunning	those	who	did	not	comply.	Such	social	dynamics	created	extreme	pressure	
-	 a	 burden	 few	 East	 Germans	 could	 shoulder.	 For	 some,	 this	was	 reﬂected	 in	 the	
sense	of	defeat	and	a	resul_ng	conformity	because	the	Stasi's	extensive	permea_on	
of	GDR	society	blurred	the	lines	between	ac_ve	par_cipant	and	follower.	It	is	these	
abstract	 social	 condi_ons	 which	 make	 the	 study	 of	 East	 Germany	 par_cularly	






an	 individual's	 personal	 life	 and	 career	 substan_ally	 (e.g.,	 by	being	denied	 certain	













shown,	 those	who	made	certain	gains	 from	the	dictatorship	 (in	 line	with	Stefes	et	
al.’s	Three	pillars	theory),	were	more	likely	to	conform	and	ac_vely	par_cipate	in	the	
regime.	This	was	certainly	true	 in	the	GDR.	Those	who	lived	rela_vely	comfortable	
lives	 (beneﬁ_ng	from	the	occasional	privileges),	were	 less	 inclined	to	ques_on	the	
regime	 or	 the	 system	 of	 control	 they	 were	 living	 and	 perhaps	 even	 ac_vely	
par_cipa_ng	in.	Comfort	made	some	East	Germans	complacent;	it	prevented	them	
from	 looking	 beyond	 the	 mundani_es	 of	 everyday	 life.	 As	 I	 have	 shown	 in	 my	
explora_on	 of	 privacy,	 this	 complacency	 is	 undoubtedly	 translatable	 to	
contemporary	 life	 too.	 As	 Bauman	 argues,	 our	 desire	 for	 a	 sense	 of	 community	
(nowadays	 replicated	 through	 social	 media)	 and	 personal	 comforts	 and	
conveniences	 (Arendt)	 leads	 to	 our	 decreasing	 engagement	 with	 public	 poli_cal	
discourses	 and	 diminished	 valuing	 of	 democracy	 (see	 Foa	 and	 Monk	 2016).	 A	
warped	 concept	 of	 privacy	 only	 being	 one	 symptom	 of	 this	 trend	 (see	 also	 Bejs	
2010).	In	other	words,	if	basic	needs	are	met,	people	are	likely	to	accept	their	fate.		







two	 diﬀerent	 spaces,	 that	 of	 the	 public	 (work,	 school,	 some	 friendships,	 holiday	
ou_ngs)	and	that	of	the	home	or	whichever	private	niche	they	could	ﬁnd.	For	many	
their	family	represented	this	space	and	privacy	was	valued	highly.	The	family	indeed	
became	 a	 “protec_ve	 refuge	 for	 most	 people”	 (Bejs	 201,	 p.49),	 where	 a	 strong	
sense	of	cohension	and	an	emphasis	placed	on	trust	were	paramount.	These	strong	
rela_onships	 are	 certainly	 remembered	 dearly	 and	 nostalgically	 by	 many	 East	
Germans	today.	
While	 there	 was	 certainly	 a	 deep,	 widespread	 fear	 of	 the	 possible	 nega_ve	
repercussions	 of	 resistance,	 conformity	 with	 the	 dictatorship	 and	 the	 blind	
obedience	displayed	by	many	stemmed	from	simply	blanking	out	certain	reali_es	to	
come	 to	 terms	 with	 their	 situa_on.	 Survival	 was	 the	 main	 objec_ve,	 especially	
where	ques_ons	of	morality	 remained	ambiguous.	Certainly,	 some	 recognised	 the	
dangerous	 tendencies	of	 the	dictatorship	 and	were	 cri_cal	 of	 it.	As	 I	 have	 shown,	
these	 people	 suﬀered	 incredibly,	 both	 by	 Stasi	 repression	 as	 well	 as	 the	 social	
pressure	exerted	by	fellow	GDR	ci_zens.	
The	 results	 are	 trauma	and	a	 vast	destruc_on	of	 social	 trust,	 leaving	a	burden	on	
interpersonal	rela_onships	and	general	wellbeing	of	the	popula_on.	Collec_vely	this	
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causes	 ongoing	 social	 suﬀering.	 This	 is	 displayed	 in	 examples	 of	 collec_ve	 anxiety	
and	distrust.		
In	this	thesis,	I	have	shown	how	individuals	describe	and	deal	with	their	trauma.	In	




certain	 topics	 or	 memories	 which	 triggered	 pain.	 For	 some	 of	 my	 informants	








regime;	 they	 have	 also	 reached	 an	 age	 where,	 especially	 a`er	 re_rement,	 they	
tended	to	spend	a	signiﬁcant	amount	of	_me	reﬂec_ng	on	their	 lives.	The	trauma	








This	 group	 of	 interviewees,	 despite	 their	 undoubtedly	 painful	 experiences,	 had	
posi_ve	 interpreta_ons	of	the	eﬀects	of	their	suﬀering.	They	stressed	the	strength	
that	 they	gained	 from	the	experience,	 interpre_ng	 their	East	German	 iden_ty	and	
past	as	an	asset.	They	o`en	men_oned	special	skills	that	they	gained,	especially	in	




of	 their	 past	 experiences	 are	 undoubtedly	 s_ll	 present.	 Yet,	 in	 the	 group	 of	 East	
Germans	 I	 have	 interviewed	 in-depth,	 these	 two	 diﬀering	 types	 of	 coping	
mechanisms	have	emerged.		
As	men_oned	above,	while	I	would	be	reluctant	in	determining	a	single	East	German	
condi_on	or	 illness,	 I	agree	with	Scaer's	argument	 that	 trauma	 is	a	 "con_nuum	of	
variably	nega_ve	 life	events	occurring	over	the	 lifespan,	 including	events	 that	may	
be	 accepted	 as	 "normal"	 in	 the	 context	 of	 our	 daily	 experience	 because	 they	 are	
endorsed	and	perpetuated	by	our	own	cultural	ins_tu_ons."	(2005,	p.	2).	In	my	East	
German	 case	 study	 of	 Stasi	 surveillance	 and	 violence,	 the	 normalisa_on	 of	 state-
control	 provided	 the	backdrop	 for	many	 such	 trauma_c	 instances.	 Further	 painful	
experiences	stemmed	from	Germany's	reuniﬁca_on	and	its	a`ermath,	including	the	
availability	 of	 Stasi	 records.	 This	 ethnographic	 explora_on	has	 provided	 an	 insight	
into	the	mul_faceted	nature	of	trauma	caused	by	state	control	and	the	way	in	which	
this	 can	 lead	 to	 "societal	damage".	As	Scaer	 (2005)	outlines,	 this	 is	 "based	on	 the	
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eﬀects	that	insidious	and	recurrent	trauma	may	have	on	the	structure	and	func_on	
of	 the	 brain,	 the	 stability	 of	 the	 mind,	 and	 the	 health	 of	 the	 body.	 Trauma	 as	 a	
ubiquitous	societal	experience	therefore	 far	exceeds	 the	deﬁni_on	of	a	psychiatric	




Having	 conducted	 ethnographic	 ﬁeldwork	 and	 collected	 numerous	 life	 histories,	 I	






levels	 of	 distrust	 and	 trauma.	 Indeed,	 Linden's	 concept	 of	 Post	 Trauma_c	
Embijerment	 Disorder	 (PTED)	 is	 extremely	 useful	 in	 dis_nguishing	 the	 types	 of	
trauma	 experienced	 by	 individuals;	 yet	 it	 cannot	 necessarily	 be	 applied	 to	 the	
popula_on	as	a	whole.	Therefore,	 I	made	 it	my	objec_ve	 to	be	ﬁrst	and	 foremost	
descrip_ve	 in	my	approach.	 Like	Plänkers	T.,	Bahrke	U.,	Waltzer	M.	et	al.	 (2005),	 I	
have	chosen	to	present	how	my	 informants,	all	of	whom	came	 into	direct	contact	
with	 the	 Stasi	 and	 were	 spied	 upon	 (and/or	 spied	 themselves),	 experienced	 life	




In	Chapter	Three	 (Ethnographic	Vignejes),	 I	 presented	 three	 life	histories	 that	 for	
me	 exemplify	 several	 themes	 that	 repeatedly	 emerged	 in	 my	 conversa_ons	 with	
informants.	 First,	 I	 examine	 individual	 approaches	 to	 state	 doctrine	 and	 the	
enforcement	of	control.	I	have	explored	how	some	people	saw	socialism	as	a	source	




how	 this	 conformity	both	 impacted	 individuals'	 everyday	 lives	 and	has	 lived	on	 in	
many	East	Germans'	minds.	What	did	privacy	mean	 then,	 and	what	does	 it	mean	
now?	 I	 have	 examined	 how	 this	 concept	 has	 shi`ed	 signiﬁcantly,	 especially	when	
viewed	cross-genera_onally.	I	argue	that	small	spaces	of	privacy	were	valued	highly	
in	 the	mass-surveillance	society	 ("having	 two	opinions"	 -	one	 in	public	and	one	at	
home),	 while	 today	 privacy	 is	 no	 longer	 protected	 so	 vigorously	 because	 t	 is	
perceived	to	be	less	threatened,	or	at	least	otherwise	threatened.	
Comforts	 and	 the	 conveniences	 of	 everyday	 life	 eliminate	 the	 urgency	 for	 cri_cal	
discourse.	 	 Because	 of	 this	 truism,	 I	 argue	 that,	 in	 the	 same	way,	 that	 some	 East	
Germans	became	apathe_c	in	the	face	of	state	control	(originally	stemming	from	a	
deep-seated	fear	of	the	consequences	of	resistance),	nowadays	an	open	cri_que	of	
the	 freedom	 inhibi_ng	 and	 poten_ally	 controlling	 forces	 "online"	 is	 rare	 because	
convenience	 is	 favoured.	Albeit	 these	social	dynamics	 took	place	on	very	diﬀerent	
scales,	there	is	a	similar	process	at	play.	
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Hannah	 Arendt's	 provoca_ve	 account	 of	 Eichmann	 in	 Jerusalem	 (1961)	 in	 part	
examines	this	process.	She	wrote	how	Eichmann,	the	man	who	was	charged	guilty	




was	 enveloped	 in	 a	 system	 where	 evil	 deeds	 were	 normalised,	 where	 he	 was	
"merely	doing	his	 job".	 	 In	her	claims	regarding	the	"banality	of	evil",	she	outlined	
the	dangers	of	convenience	 in	a	physical,	emo_onal,	and	 intellectual	 sense.	 In	her	
opinion,	a	convenient	life	fosters	the	broad	acceptance	of	clichés	and	ideologies.	As	
exempliﬁed	by	Eichmann,	convenience	leads	to	a	culture	of	"not	thinking".			
Arendt	 examined	 his	 accounts	 and	 found	 that	 in	 his	 personal	 narra_ve	 he	 was	
en_rely	 pre-occupied	 with	 own	 life	 and	 career.	 She	 described	 how	 he	 did	 not	
ques_on	 the	wider	 consequences	 of	 his	 deeds,	 and	when	 pressed	 further	 by	 the	
court,	he	o`en	responded	in	clichés.	Therefore,	when	Arendt	spoke	of	banality,	she	
meant	 the	 unreﬂected	 acceptance,	 even	 normalisa_on,	 of	 evil	 acts.	 Arendt	
concludes	that	Eichmann's	inten_ons	were	insigniﬁcant,	in	the	sense	that	he	had	no	
real	inten_ons	as	he	did	not	think	or	reﬂect	cri_cally	about	his	ac_ons.	Albeit	this	is	
a	 drama_c	 example,	 it	 matches	 my	 argument	 of	 how	 convenience	 can	 lead	 to	
apathy.	
Nonetheless,	one	must	not	lose	sight	of	the	other	contribu_ng	factors	that	elicited	
apathy.	 I	 have	 shown,	 for	 example,	 that	 some	 GDR	 ci_zens	 were	 undoubtedly	














who	were	 surveilled.	 In	my	conversa_ons,	 I	 found	 that	 some	ac_vely	engage	with	
their	personal	history,	while	others	placed	greater	emphasis	on	moving	forward	and	
leaving	behind	the	past,	or	simply	on	avoiding	viewing	their	ﬁles	altogether	for	fear	
of	 what	 could	 be	 revealed.	 As	 demonstrated	 in	 numerous	 narra_ves,	 painful	
betrayal	 became	 a	 turning	 point	 in	 many	 peoples'	 lives,	 further,	 intensifying	
condi_ons	of	distrust.	As	I	learnt	from	one	informant	(see	Frau	L.),	the	capacity	for	
forgiveness	 in	 the	 face	 of	 betrayal	 is	 also	 impacted	 by	 age.	 She	 found	 that	 her	
parents,	 who	 had	 spent	 the	 vast	 majority	 of	 their	 lives	 in	 the	 dictatorship,	 had	
greater	 capacity	 for	 forgiveness.	 They	 understood	 the	 condi_ons	 of	 living	 in	 the	
regime	 bejer	 than	 her,	 who	 had	 only	 experienced	 childhood	 there.	 She	 felt	
betrayed	and	hurt	by	the	people	who	should	have	been	there	to	support	her	in	the	
diﬃcult	situa_on	she	was	exposed	to	as	a	child.	For	her,	it	has	been	harder	to	come	
to	 terms	with	 the	 past.	 Her	 parents	 on	 the	 other	 take	 a	more	 nuanced	 view	 and	
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understand	the	moral	ambiguity	of	 the	situa_on	 in	 the	GDR.	Nevertheless,	Frau	L.	
found	her	own	way	of	coping	with	the	trauma_c	past.	
Now,	 I	 will	 move	 onto	 the	 ﬁnal	 (and	 perhaps	 from	 a	 Medical	 Anthropology	
perspec_ve)	 most	 signiﬁcant	 ques_on:	 the	 possibility	 of	 healing	 trauma.	 I	 have	
presented	the	complexity	of	East	Germans'	percep_ons	of	Stasi	surveillance.	It	has	
come	 to	 the	 forefront	 that	 a	 repressive	 regime	 like	 the	 GDR,	 which	 violates	
individuals'	 basic	 freedoms,	 inevitably	 aﬀects	 wellbeing	 nega_vely.	 While	 some	
people	 openly	 voice	 their	 discomfort	 and	 have	 reﬂected	 on	 their	 suﬀering	
extensively,	 others	 suppress	 it	 and	 only	 through	 in-depth	 discussions	 allow	
themselves	 to	 reveal	 their	emo_onal	world.	Perhaps	 future	 research	could	 reveal,	
whether	East	Germans	are	 in	fact	stuck	within	a	situa_on	of	permanent	 liminality,	
while	 the	 trauma	 process	 s_ll	 con_nues	 to	 unravel.	 Perhaps	more	 _me	 needs	 to	
pass	before	a	socio-politcal	transi_on	is	underway,	a	genera_onal	turnover	can	take	
place	and	a	healing	process	can	occur	(Sztompka	2004).	The	former	GDR	serves	as	a	





As	 I	have	demonstrated,	a	number	of	key	 themes	emerged	 from	my	ethnographic	
ﬁeldwork	 amongst	 former	 East	 Germans.	 Formal	 interviews	 and	 recording	 of	 life	




On	 a	 collec_ve	 level,	 I	 have	 shown	 how	 socialist	 doctrine	 was	 ins_lled	 in	 the	








they	 felt	 less	 inclined	 to	 ques_on	 it.	 These	 are	 the	 aspects	 that	 people	 remain	
nostalgic	about	 (e.g.,	 social	cohesion	or	Zusammenhalt).	But	as	we	have	seen,	 the	
regime’s	dark	sides	con_nue	to	haunt	some	East	Germans	to	this	day.	 I	argue	that	
on	 a	 collec_ve	 level,	 condi_ons	 of	 state	 control	 and	 repression	 have	 caused	 high	
levels	 of	 social	 suﬀering	 that	 are	 displayed	 in	 examples	 of	 collec_ve	 anxiety	 and	
distrust.		
On	 an	 individual	 level,	 I	 have	 shown	 examples	 of	 the	 way	 state	 control	 and	
repression	impact	personal	wellbeing	adversely.	My	informants'	accounts	reﬂect	the	
way	 in	 which	 the	 Stasi's	 surveillance	 and	 control	 became	 (seemingly)	 all-
encompassing.	In	line	with	Foucault's	idea	of	the	panop_con,	it	led	East	Germans	to	





Yet,	 as	 I	 have	 found,	 a	 small	 group	 of	 people	 have	 transformed	 these	 nega_ve	
experiences	 into	 posi_ve	 ones,	 becoming	 'resilient'.	 Despite	 their	 narra_ves	 of	
trauma_c	past	experiences	and	the	recurrent	men_oning	of	"sore	spots"	(related	to	
feelings	 of	 betrayal	 and	 injus_ce),	 the	 overall	 interpreta_on	 of	 their	 current	
wellbeing	 ("Wohlbeﬁnden")	 is	 mostly	 posi_ve.	 They	 judge	 their	 quality	 of	 life	 as	
bejer	 and	 con_nue	 to	 recognise	 the	 posi_ve	 aspects	 they	 gained	 living	 in	 a	
democracy.	 They	 are	 hopeful	 and	 aware	 that	 one	 can	 bejer	 one’s	 own	 situa_on.	
They	 feel	 that	 that	 they	 have	 gained	 strength	 from	 their	 trauma_c	 experience,	
allowing	 them	 to	 be	 a	 'bejer	 self'.	 This	was	 described	 in	 terms	 of	 having	 gained	









































well,	 something	 else	 was	 holding	 me	 back.	 Perhaps	 the	 fear	 of	 discovering	
something	unexpected	 that	would	put	 the	person	 in	 front	 of	me,	 into	 an	 en_rely	
new	 light.	 In	many	ways	 I	 could	understand	my	 informants’s	 choice	of	 leaving	 the	
past	behind	and	preferring	not	to	read	their	ﬁles,	in	order	to	avoid	disappointment.			
With	 some	 distance	 to	 my	 ﬁeldwork,	 I	 realise	 that	 my	 personal	 role	 in	 the	
inves_ga_on	is	more	impacul	than	I	an_cipated.	It	seems	that	I	am,	myself,	part	of	
this	 intergenera_onal	 struggle	 of	 coming	 to	 terms	 with	 the	 past.	 Perhaps	 the	
suﬀering	by	those	around	me	-	friends	and	family	-	have	shaped	also	me	as	person	
and	 eventually	 led	me	on	 this	 journey	 in	 the	ﬁrst	 place.	 Conduc_ng	 this	 research	




It	 can	 be	 said	 that	 my	 ﬁeldwork	 deﬁnitely	 changed	 the	 way	 I	 iden_fy	 as	 East	
German,	 as	 it	 has	 forced	 me	 to	 overcome	 my	 irra_onal	 fear	 of	 admiang	 my	
background.	I	was	able	to	shed	my	anxiety	partly	because	my	informants	indirectly	
forced	 me	 to	 admit	 where	 I	 am	 from.	 Though,	 more	 importantly	 my	 broadened	
understanding	 of	 the	 experiences	 that	 the	 people	 around	me	had	 lived	 through	 -	
the	 trauma	 and	 suﬀering	 they	 endured-	 has	 led	 me	 to	 see	 my	 own	 fears	 in	
perspec_ve.	 All	 of	 a	 sudden,	 they	 seemed	 childish	 and	 pointless.	 Hearing	 the	
incredible	stories	of	East	Germans	and	how	they	mastered	life	under	such	adverse	
condi_ons,	 also	 erased	 some	 of	my	 own	 preconcep_ons	 and	 clichés	 I	 held	 about	
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"Ossis".	 It	 showed	 me	 that	 social	 rela_onships	 were	
(and	 remain)	 very	 complex	 in	 East	 Germany.	
Perpetrators	could	turn	into	vic_ms	within	a	moment's	
no_ce	 and	 vice	 versa.	 There	 are	 no	 simple	 truths.	
Similarly,	 exploring	 the	 mo_va_ons	 of	 certain	
behaviours	 led	 me	 to	 understand	 that	 seemingly	
irra_onal	 agendas	 made	 a	 lot	 more	 sense	 once	 one	
knew	 what	 a	 person	 had	 lived	 through	 in	 the	 Nazi	
regime	and	Second	World	War.		
Addi_onally,	 becoming	 aware	 of	 the	 necessity	 of	 this	 research—that	 is,	 knowing	
that	 there	 are	 s_ll	 so	 many	 unanswered	 ques_ons—gave	 me	 conﬁdence	 in	 the	
necessity	 of	 my	 own	 work,	 but	 also	 in	 my	 role	 as	 a	 "parSal	 insider"	 and	
anthropologist.	Without	 a	 doubt,	 it	 is	 my	 wish	 to	 con_nue	my	 engagement	 with	
researching	 East	 Germany	 in	 the	 future,	 as	 I	 feel	 that	 this	 study	 has	 merely	
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Appendix:	
Photos	in	order	of	appearance:	
	
1) View	from	my	home	in	East	Berlin	(1989)	
2) Bautzen	Prison	Memorial	(2016)	
3) Shelves	of	Records	at	the	Stasi	File	Archive	in	Berlin	(2014)		
4) Stasi	File	Archive	–	Department	for	searching	for	records,	for	example	via	
addresses	or	names	(2016)	
5) Sample	Agreement	to	provide	services	for	the	MfS	(2016)	
6) Sample	Stasi	Report	(BStU)	(2016)	
7) Bal_c	Seaside	Town	Bansin	(2015)		
8) Van	parked	in	Berlin	displaying	various	ﬂags	in	the	windows	(including	GDR	
and	the	German	Reich)		
9) 	Polaroid	photo	taken	of	my	family	and	I	on	our	ﬁrst	visit	to	West	Berlin	
(1989)	(with	permission).	
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